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Project—Status & Context

This is a work in progress. It is part of a book project on the history of US engineering education reform that focuses on the Cold War era. I hope to write this in a way that is “policy-relevant” for academic institutions today. It may appear first in article form; I may also write a popular version for a publication such as MIT’s Technology Review.

Introduction
The 1949 MIT Lewis Survey (formally the Report of the Committee on Educational Survey ) is a report that helped MIT chart its course as a Cold War “technological university.” Although the study was nominally an “educational” survey, the report accomplished a whole lot more. It helped define a tenuous balance between undergraduate education, graduate education, and research. It enhanced faculty autonomy, even as it laid the seeds for administrative centralization through a ‘four school plan’ that gave greater authority to MIT’s academic deans. It strengthened shared governance through a proposed Committee on Undergraduate Policy that rationalized the faculty’s committee structure and gave it greater oversight over MIT’s undergraduate program. It also laid out a broadened and more fundamental engineering curriculum responsive to various issues stemming from wartime research.


Given that many institutions took the changes at MIT as a (not unalterable) blueprint for the transformation of their own institution, these substantive developments are in themselves historically significant. But insofar as the Lewis Survey was produced by a faculty committee (the Committee on Educational Survey [CES]), this account also addressed the notion of shared (faculty) governance, and its historic development within a US academic institution.

MIT as an Undergraduate Institution
MIT in 1945 was not the MIT we know today. Although MIT brought in Karl T. Compton in 1930 to improve MIT’s “scientific” reputation, MIT remained, in structure if not substance, primarily an undergraduate institution. While there were certain areas of the curriculum, such as electrical engineering and chemical engineering, that had earlier adopted a more science-based curriculum, most engineering degree programs at MIT retained significant elements of the more ‘practical’ curriculum that characterized US programs. Administratively, MIT also retained many features that belied its technical institute origins. In contrast to the more substantial administrative structures and approach to governance that could be found at other private and state universities, MIT had a lean administrative structure that placed much of the day-to-day matters of operation in the hands of the faculty. The faculty also met as a single, usually congenial body with an affable President—Compton himself—presiding over its meetings. (MIT continues to meet as a single faculty today.)
Whatever the early postwar designs of the administration, even by 1945 the majority of the faculty continued to regard MIT as an undergraduate school. Apart from those who continued to hold government contracts, most faculty had earnest expectations of a return to normalcy. In fact, what instigated the Lewis Survey was not any concern over sponsored research, but burgeoning postwar enrollments and the attendant overloading that presented a threat to the undergraduate program. At the same time, the faculty was aware of the multiple possibilities presented by MIT’s intense involvement with wartime research; the CES’ concerns quickly came to encompass sponsored research.
The Practice of Reform

This study belies my recent, perennial interest in the study of ‘practice.’ By this, I mean more than the detailed description of what people do (and what ‘tacit knowledge’ they have). It is based instead on the sociological question, inspired by Giddens and Bourdieu, that asks to what extent ‘practice’ contributes to social and institutional reproduction and transformation; it also asks how historians can contribute to a situated understanding of, and hence advances in this theory. I also study practice to address my goal of policy relevance: In regarding practice as something encoded in human memory, and historical narrative as a primary vehicle for conveying past practices into the present, I am experimenting with how historical accounts can be written so as to contribute to institutional transformation—and engineering education reform—today.

The story opens with a ripe example. The Lewis Survey was clearly modeled after the 1946 Harvard study, General Education in a Free Society (the “Red Book”). While Harvard study clearly contributing to the substance of the MIT report (e.g. general education), the MIT’s CES also borrowed heavily from the Harvard study’s practices. After meeting with a member of Harvard’s study, the CES decided to proceed through extended deliberations and invited speakers—even afternoon ‘teas’—that emulated the class-laden conduct of the august body assembled at Harvard. On the other hand, the practice of evaluation at MIT also embodied local traditions. Engineering notions of “efficiency” intervened to suggest a lunch meeting rather than dinner; characteristic impatience with lack of progress led CES member Julius Stratton (then director of the postwar incarnation of the MIT Radiation Laboratory) to insist on executive sessions separate from the weekly luncheons. Viewed anthropologically, such attention to practice can reveal the elements of engineering ideology and wartime experience that were more acutely felt at MIT than Harvard.
External Influence, Contingency, and Professional Identity
Part of the story will certainly revolve around the inextricable tensions surrounding external influence, historical contingencies, and the engineer’s professional identity. Clearly, given its wartime contributions MIT was headed towards some kind of a substantially augmented postwar role (and this history is well known). But were there more esoteric aspects to MIT—its curriculum, a continued emphasis on the undergraduate program, the structure of its faculty—that did not necessarily follow from this expanded mission?

I address this question through a continued focus on practice: For instance, how the institutional aspirations and professional identity of MIT faculty led them to emulate modes of conduct found at other institutions beginning with Harvard; how a visiting scholar studying academic organization led the CES to define objectives early on, and what consequences this had for their recommendations; how diffuse ideas about democratic practice augmented the committee’s interest in general education and the concerns of the humanities faculty; how past practice of deference to the administration legitimated certain compromises within the recommendations about the organization of the faculty; and how an adopted practice for report-writing gave significant interpretive authority to an external member from the humanities faculty.

Taken altogether, I use this kind of microscopic analysis to ask the underlying question of whether MIT’s postwar identity was an inevitable (determinate) consequence of its postwar situation. At one level, this question is impossible to answer, given that the counterfactual elements of history will always remain unknown. Nevertheless, the study asks to what extent a close study of practice can reveal the likelihood that things could have been otherwise (and can suggest then the possibility of “intervention” as is currently more common to an “STS” rather than historical agenda).
Outcomes
In a limited project summary or précis, it is impossible to describe all aspects of a case study grounded in a detailed study of practice. However, I point to some potentially significant findings through a summary of the historical outcomes:

Governance: The faculty translated and solidified its tradition of shared governance through a more rationalized committee structure that gave itself definite responsibilities for policy formulation in the undergraduate arena. (It would later be revealed that this approach had its limits.) At the same time, by calling for a “four school plan” that addressed the perceived need to broaden undergraduate engineering education, the faculty laid the seeds for the general, local (Cold War) expansion of academic administration. The Office of Provost was itself created partly as a result of the CES’ deliberations, and Stratton himself was appointed Provost because of his work on the Survey (and demonstrated “efficiency” as an administrator).
Cold War Curriculum: The emphasis on curricular breadth and scientific fundamentals was clearly not unique to MIT. Expressed among engineering educators at least since 1918 (Mann Report), the stance itself is best understood through a history of ideas. Nevertheless, the Lewis Survey served to solidify local institutional commitments to such notions and made it an enforceable vision by aligning the ideal to MIT’s postwar circumstance. This rhetorical accomplishment was not trivial. MIT’s School of Humanities and Social Sciences, its first major degree program in the humanities, and the history of technology itself all owe their origins, in part, to this outcome. The Lewis Survey also contributed to the rise of engineering science at MIT. 
Undergraduate Education: Many fear that during the Cold War, undergraduate education was made “an appendage of the graduate program.” But perhaps equally striking are the many senior faculty members who continue to espouse an avowed interest in undergraduate education (I just heard such a remark last week at Rensselaer). For MIT, the Lewis Survey was an important vehicle for certain faculty members to translate earlier commitments to (and as far as practice, their habits surrounding) undergraduate education into a vision suited to the postwar context, and this contributed to subsequent debates at MIT (including Charles Draper’s fight with student activists and the administration). 

Sponsored Research: Sponsored research occupied a full chapter of the CES’ report. However, here the committee was less influential. Though the Survey articulated several weak fears about external funding, it also expounded on its virtues. A certain kind of conservatism prevailed, resulting from deference to faculty autonomy that the Survey itself sought to preserve.
“Technological University”: The Lewis Survey was also instrumental in articulating the oxymoronic notion of a “technological university,” or a “university of limited objectives.” While clearly a notion advanced by the administration (by Compton and Killian), the survey helped to solidify its meaning. Given that the notion was embraced by a faculty committee, the Survey also served to legitimate the concept as a uniform vision for MIT. This made it easier for the administration to terminate outdated programs. It also allowed them to hold the faculty accountable for the shift towards a more science-based curriculum. In terms of practice, a close study of the engrained patterns of deferential conduct helps to reveal how administrative wishes were translated into a unifying institutional vision.
Questions
Finally, I close the précis with several questions to which I would appreciate any answers:


· Given my goals, what are some of the different options for structuring this story?

· Assuming I’m mid-way into the archival research, what other sources do I need to examine to complete this story?
· Because of word limits, I did not cite the relevant literatures. What literatures should I or must I turn to in order to properly situate and contextualize this account?
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