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Abstract:
This article explores the conflict between US public and private higher educational insti-
tutions by tracing the long struggle for a public university in Boston between 1890 and
1980. This history reveals how the competitive relationship between public and private
institutions was central to the formation of each sector, while also complicating a clear
dichotomy between the two. Educational innovations such as state scholarships,
teacher-training initiatives, university extension courses, and junior colleges are also recast
in this story as strategies to limit, rather than expand, the public sector. Finally, this history
should prompt a reinterpretation of the current neoliberal moment. Rather than view con-
temporary budget cuts and public-private partnerships as novel historical departures of
the late twentieth century, they appear in this Massachusetts story as a return to a political
landscape long hostile to public higher education.
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The competitive, often antagonistic relationship between private and public higher
education has fundamentally shaped the US educational landscape and its mixed
public-private character, and yet these institutional types are often treated separately
in historical scholarship.1 This paper explores the conflict between these institutional
types in Boston, exemplified in the long struggle for a public university between 1890
and 1980. Despite decades of advocacy, private institutions successfully prevented the
founding of a public university in Boston until the 1960s. The opening of the
University of Massachusetts Boston in 1965, however, did not so much indicate
the reversal of the public-private balance of power, but rather a temporary accommo-
dation. Fiscal crises beginning in the 1970s allowed private institutions to return to
their dominant position in the educational landscape.

The chronology of public higher education has varied widely across the United
States. By the late nineteenth century, the definition of a “university” was not
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1Christine Ogren describes persistent silos in higher education research between institutional types in
“Sites, Students, Scholarship, and Structures: The Historiography of American Higher Education in the
Post-Revisionist Era,” in Rethinking the History of American Education, ed. William J. Reese and John
L. Rury (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 196.
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fixed, but in a US context it most often described a degree-granting college with addi-
tional academic units in professional fields such as divinity, medicine, law; broader
practical subjects like science and agriculture; and in some cases graduate and doc-
toral programs.2 Public institutions in western states such as the University of
Michigan and University of California became degree-granting state universities,
complete with a diverse range of professional and graduate programs, by the 1870s.
While Post-Reconstruction era southern states were especially frugal with regards
to public educational spending, state universities such as the University of North
Carolina touted professional schools for teacher training, law, and medicine by the
end of the nineteenth century.3 Northeastern states, on the whole, incorporated
their state universities relatively late: while the University of Vermont became a
state land-grant university in 1865, New Hampshire and Connecticut incorporated
their state universities in 1923 and 1939, respectively. Massachusetts opened its state-
funded land-grant agricultural college in 1867, but did not have a state university
until 1947. Despite long having one of the best funded and enrolled public-school sys-
tems in the country, Massachusetts was second to last (only to Tennessee) in a 1944
state ranking of per capita public expenditure on higher education.4 The Boston area,
home to between one-third and one-half of the state’s population between 1880 and
1980, lacked any public institution with general degree-granting power until the
1960s. Even by northeastern standards, Boston stands out: New York, for example,
did not launch a state university until 1948, but New York City was home to several
thriving municipal degree-granting colleges that date back to the mid-nineteenth
century.

The varied landscape of higher education across states in the US can only be
explained historically by a careful reconstruction of local and regional political econ-
omies of education. In Massachusetts, the curbed growth of public higher education
was largely due to powerful private institutions, concentrated in the Boston area, that
viewed public higher education as a threat. Their financial interests profoundly
shaped the development of local and state education policy, including state-controlled
authorization of degree-granting power and budgets for higher education spending.
As Riesman and Jencks observed in 1962, public higher education in Massachusetts
was largely restricted to “the residual functions that the private system cannot, or
will not, fulfill.”5 Massachusetts was perhaps the most extreme case of the pattern

2Roger L. Geiger, The History of American Higher Education: Learning and Culture from the Founding to
World War II (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015), 91–92, 281, 315–16; John R. Thelin, A
History of American Higher Education (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 103–7. As
Geiger suggests, what he terms “multipurpose colleges” would be an apt description of many of the new
“state universities”: Roger L. Geiger, “The Era of Multipurpose Colleges in American Higher Education,
1850–1890,” in The American College in the Nineteenth Century, ed. Roger L. Geiger (Nashville, TN:
Vanderbilt University Press, 2000), 128.

3Thelin, A History of American Higher Education, 105, 140–41.
41948 House Bill 2050. Final Report of the Special Commission Established to Investigate and Study

Certain Problems of Education in the Commonwealth, April 1, 1948 (Boston: Wright & Potter, 1948),
18–19.

5David Riesman and Christopher Jencks, “The Viability of the American College,” in The American
College: A Psychological and Social Interpretation of the Higher Learning, ed. Nevitt Sanford and Joseph
Adelson (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1962), 135.
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typified by northeastern states, in which the early establishment of private colonial
colleges (such as Yale in Connecticut and Columbia in New York) restricted state-
funded higher education. Western states, by contrast, tended to have less entrenched
private institutions, which allowed public higher education to expand and flourish
earlier.6

The failure to establish a public university in Boston until the late twentieth cen-
tury was not for lack of trying. Organized labor had proved one of its strongest and
most consistent champions, advocating for a free, public university in the city since at
least 1888. Proposals for such an institution were repeatedly brought to the legislature,
but repeatedly rejected, and a wide range of public-private alternatives were imple-
mented instead. The founding of the University of Massachusetts Boston in 1965 rep-
resented a significant milestone in this nearly century-long struggle. However, even
this achievement was only a partial victory. During a time of booming student enroll-
ment, when public and private institutions increasingly catered to distinct student
bodies, resistance of private universities against a public competitor had waned, cre-
ating a temporary political opening. But by the 1970s, subsiding enrollment pressure
and fiscal concerns led state officials once again to align with private institutions to
limit the expansion of public higher education.

A close examination of the long struggle for a public university in Boston has sev-
eral important payoffs. First, it reveals how the competitive relationship between pub-
lic and private institutions was a central force in shaping the history of each sector.
While the mixed public-private landscape of American higher education has been
noted as a salient feature, this article deepens our understanding of conflict and con-
testation between them.7 At the same time, this history complicates a clear dichotomy
between the two sectors. Many private universities were originally chartered by the
state of Massachusetts with provisions for state representation on governing bodies,
and received public funding. Ideologically, many private university leaders and public
officials understood these institutions as public-serving, and used this argument to
repeatedly undercut political support for free, publicly funded alternatives. A diverse

6Other studies have noted the role of private institutions in limiting Massachusetts and northeastern
public higher education, although this article is among the first to detail this struggle from the nineteenth
to the late twentieth century. Richard M. Freeland, Academia’s Golden Age: Universities in Massachusetts,
1945–1970 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 37; David F. Labaree, A Perfect Mess: The Unlikely
Ascendancy of American Higher Education (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 122–26; Steven
G. Brint and Jerome Karabel, The Diverted Dream: Community Colleges and the Promise of Educational
Opportunity in America, 1900–1985 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 143.

7Recent histories whose focus integrates higher education into American political development usefully
encompass both public and private sectors, but conflict between these institutional types is not an explicit
focus. See Christopher P. Loss, Between Citizens and the State: The Politics of American Higher Education in
the 20th Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012) and Mark R. Nemec, Ivory Towers and
Nationalist Minds: Universities, Leadership, and the Development of the American State (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2006). A notable exception is Freeland, Academia’s Golden Age, which,
while focused on the post-WWII period, offers a useful model of a competitive institutional ecology
that I draw on and extend back into the nineteenth century. The relationship between public and private
institutions has also been explored in recent works on academies and parochial schools, including Mark
Boonshoft, Aristocratic Education and the Making of the American Republic (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2020); and Robert N. Gross, Public vs. Private: The Early History of School Choice
in America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).
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array of public-private partnerships developed through the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, revealing complex and long-lasting interrelationships between government
bodies and private institutions.8 Even purportedly public institutions reflected the
influence and practices of their private competitors, including student tuition, fund-
raising from private sources, selective admissions policies, and marketing practices.
This influence can help explain distinctive features of US higher education, including
its unusually high cost to students.9

This history also recasts our understanding of many innovations in educational
history, including state scholarships, teacher-training initiatives, university extension,
correspondence courses, and junior colleges. These innovations have often been inter-
preted as additions to the educational landscape intended to expand access and
opportunity.10 In Massachusetts, however, the historical evidence suggests that they
first emerged in political debates as substitutes for a public university. In this story,
therefore, these educational departures can be usefully reinterpreted as strategies to
limit the expansion of a robust public sector.11

This history should also prompt a reinterpretation of our current neoliberal
moment. Taking a long view, public higher education in Massachusetts is a history
of education under conditions of fiscal austerity. In the 1960s, public higher educa-
tion in Massachusetts received abundant levels of funding—financing the expansion
of the University of Massachusetts Amherst, the construction of UMass Boston, and a
network of community colleges—which reflected a “golden age” of public higher edu-
cational expenditure across the country. This golden age, however, was an exceptional
period.12 Rather than view contemporary budget cuts as a novel historical departure
of the late twentieth century, they feature in this story as a return to a political land-
scape long hostile to public higher education.13 Public subsidies of private enterprises

8The “quasi-public” nature of early colleges and universities has been well documented: John
S. Whitehead, The Separation of College and State; Columbia, Dartmouth, Harvard, and Yale, 1776–1876
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1973); Jurgen Herbst, From Crisis to Crisis: American College
Government, 1636–1819 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982); Labaree, A Perfect Mess,
109–40.

9Labaree, A Perfect Mess, 129.
10Rupert Wilkinson, Aiding Students, Buying Students: Financial Aid in America (Nashville, TN:

Vanderbilt University Press, 2005), 68–88; James W. Fraser, Preparing America’s Teachers: A History
(New York: Teachers College Press, 2007), 134–51; Joseph F. Kett, The Pursuit of Knowledge under
Difficulties: From Self-Improvement to Adult Education in America, 1750–1990 (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1994), 182–204, 223–56; Brint and Karabel, The Diverted Dream.

11Brint and Karabel acknowledge that early support for junior colleges among leaders of four-year insti-
tutions stemmed from their desire to stave off competition and structure a differentiated educational hier-
archy, although the private/public fault line is not central to their analysis. Their case study of
Massachusetts public junior (or community) colleges begins in the late 1950s and is largely presented as
a reflection of newfound support for public higher education in the state, whereas this article locates its
origins in Massachusetts decades earlier as a means of limiting public expenditure. Brint and Karabel,
The Diverted Dream, 23–28, 139–203.

12My analysis here fits the framework of Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle, ed., The Rise and Fall of the New
Deal Order, 1930–1980 (N.J: Princeton University Press, 1989).

13Much recent literature on the privatization and corporatization of the university dates these trends to
the 1970s: Christopher Newfield, The Great Mistake: How We Wrecked Public Universities and How We
Can Fix Them (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016); Ellen Schrecker, The Lost Soul of
Higher Education: Corporatization, the Assault on Academic Freedom, and the End of the American
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and public-private partnerships also appear, in this long historical sweep, less as con-
temporary innovations and rather a return to older practices. This Massachusetts
story, therefore, reveals a long history of private power that increasingly structures
higher education across the country today.

Public-Private Foundations of Massachusetts Higher Education, 1636–1900
The earliest colleges in Massachusetts blurred the boundary between public and pri-
vate. In 1636, the Massachusetts Bay Colony granted 400 pounds to a “college . . .
instructing youth . . . after they came from grammar schools.” What became the char-
tered corporation of Harvard College in Cambridge, Massachusetts, was understood
to carry out the essential public function of providing a liberal education to Puritan
ministers.14 The 1780 Massachusetts constitution made it a “duty of legislatures and
magistrates . . . to cherish the interests of the literature and the sciences . . . especially
the University at Cambridge.”15 The state-chartered corporation, granted specific
legal powers, became a common way for states to further public objectives through
private agencies, from infrastructure projects to education. These corporations were
understood as serving the public interest and granted significant privileges, including
state funding.16 Although an 1853 “anti-aid” amendment to the Massachusetts con-
stitution, passed at the height of anti-Catholic nativism, barred the state from directly
funding private “sectarian” institutions, this act excluded higher education. Between
1786 and 1918, state funding directly subsidized Harvard University’s personnel sal-
aries, new buildings, and scholarships.17 Finally, state charters often specified partic-
ular forms of public oversight. Between 1780 and 1865, the state mandated that
several public officials, including the governor, serve on the Harvard Board of

University (New York: The New Press, 2013); Derek Bok, Universities in the Marketplace: The
Commercialization of Higher Education (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004); Gaye
Tuchman, Wannabe U: Inside the Corporate University (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009).

14Geiger, The History of American Higher Education, 1.
15Remarks at a Hearing before the Joint Committee of Education (Cambridge, MA: Metcalf & Co.,

1848), 24.
16For discussion of the relationship between state-level government and corporate bodies in the eigh-

teenth and nineteenth centuries, see Oscar Handlin and Mary Flug Handlin, Commonwealth: A Study of
the Role of Government in the American Economy: Massachusetts, 1774–1861 (New York: New York
University Press, 1947), 87–92; Peter Dobkin Hall, The Organization of American Culture, 1700–1900:
Private Institutions, Elites, and the Origins of American Nationality (New York: NYU Press, 1984), 95–
125; Jonathan Chausovsky, “State Regulation of Corporations in the Late Nineteenth Century: A
Critique of the New Jersey Thesis,” Studies in American Political Development 21, no. 1 (Spring 2007),
30–65. For discussion of the wider role of private associations in the extension of national state power
in the US, see Morton Keller, Affairs of State: Public Life in Late Nineteenth-Century America
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1977); Brian Balogh, A Government out of
Sight: The Mystery of National Authority in Nineteenth-Century America (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2009); Brian Balogh, The Associational State: American Governance in the Twentieth
Century (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015); Elisabeth S. Clemens, Civic Gifts:
Voluntarism and the Making of the American Nation-State (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020).

17Debates in the Massachusetts Constitutional Convention, 1917–1918, Volume 1 (Boston: Wright and
Potter, 1919), 64; Commonwealth of Massachusetts, “House No. 92. Report of the Joint Standing
Committee on Education,” Documents Printed by Order of the House of Representatives during the
Session of the General Court, 1849 (Boston, 1849), 30–31.
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Overseers, one of Harvard’s governing bodies.18 While the Board of Overseers
became fully elected by alumni in 1866, Harvard maintained close ties to the
state.19 As Herbert Adams wrote in 1889, “Harvard was really a State institution. . . .
She was brought up in the arms of her Massachusetts nurse, with the bottle always in
her mouth. . . . [Harvard has] always obtained State aid when it was needed.”20

Nineteenth-century proposals for “democratizing” higher education often advo-
cated for more state aid to existing colleges rather than creating separate, fully
state-supported institutions. State aid to liberal arts colleges was a common practice
in other northeastern states where private institutions had deep historical roots.
A 1849 Massachusetts legislative committee recommended that in order to
“[popularize] the colleges and [bring] them into harmony with the great [public]
school system of Massachusetts,” the state should create an additional school fund
to aid Harvard, Williams, and Amherst.21 In the wake of the Morrill Land Grant
Act of 1862, as officials debated how to best use federal funding to “promote liberal
and practical education of the industrial classes,” Governor John Andrew proposed
creating a “state university” by merging Harvard University with the recently char-
tered Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and additional professional
schools.22

The earliest state institutions of higher education in Massachusetts also shared
characteristics with existing private colleges, including a mix of public and private
funding. Federal funds provided by the 1862 Morrill Act provided partial funding
for two degree-granting institutions in Massachusetts. Two-thirds went to the
Massachusetts Agricultural College in Amherst, which opened in 1867 with addi-
tional support from private subscriptions as well as student tuition and fees (although
after 1883 and for several subsequent decades, nearly all in-state students were pro-
vided full scholarships).23 The other third went to MIT, which had also been awarded
public land in Boston’s Back Bay on the condition that the institute raise $100,000
privately.24 Like the mixed status of the privately endowed, land-grant institution
of Cornell University in New York, land-grant status provided MIT with an influx
of federal funding, and like Harvard, the state mandated that several state officials

181865 MA Act, chap. 173, An Act In Relation To The Board Of Overseers Of Harvard College (Boston:
Secretary of the Commonwealth, 1865), 24–25, Archives of the State Library of Massachusetts, archives.lib.-
state.ma.us; Geiger, The History of American Higher Education, 93; Whitehead, The Separation of College
and State, 191–206.

19Hall, The Organization of American Culture, 1700–1900, 112.
20Herbert B. Adams, “The State and Higher Education,” National Educational Association, Proceedings

of the Department of Superintendence of the National Education Association (Washington, DC: Government
Printing Office, 1889), 267–68.

21“House No. 92. Report of the Joint Standing Committee on Education,” 1, 12.
22Harold Whiting Cary, The University of Massachusetts; a History of One Hundred Years (Amherst:

University of Massachusetts, 1962), 2, 18; Whitehead, The Separation of College and State, 185.
23Debates, 1917–1918, 63; Cary, University of Massachusetts, 52–69; 63rd Annual Report of the

Massachusetts Agricultural College: Part 1, (Boston: Department of Education, 1926), 5–6.
241861 MA Act, chap. 183, An Act To Incorporate The Massachusetts Institute Of Technology, And To

Grant Aid To Said Institute And To The Boston Society Of Natural History (Boston: Secretary of the
Commonwealth, 1861), 492–93; Geiger, The History of American Higher Education, 308.
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serve on its governing body.25 Although the majority of its funding came from private
donors, MIT would continue to receive state aid in the form of scholarships through
the early twentieth century, which covered the highest tuition rate in the Boston area
(see Figure 1).

As western states including California, Michigan, and Illinois launched or
expanded their state-funded universities in the late nineteenth century, calls for
wider and cheaper access to higher education, in a broader range of curricular fields,
gained popular support in Massachusetts. But whether these demands would be met
by public or private institutions was an open question. After the Civil War, Harvard
President Charles Eliot articulated a growing critique of public institutions, arguing
that state dependence “[sapped] the foundations of public liberty” and exerted parti-
san influence.26 It was in this era that “private” became a more common designation
for universities like Harvard, whose leaders touted their institutional autonomy from
corrupting political pressure, and reflected their turn to philanthropic donations for
financial support.27 In an era of flourishing voluntary associations and civic projects
funded by wealthy donors, university leaders also drew on the tradition of public-
serving corporations to argue that “independent” institutions could best serve the
public interest. Eliot, for example, believed Harvard to be a steward of the public
interest through the training of a cultural and technical elite.28 Even champions of
a public university like Reverend Adolf Augustus Berle, a Congregational minister
in Boston, acknowledged that the need for a public institution would be lessened if
Harvard could fulfill this role instead: as he put it, if “our great Massachusetts colleges
and schools, with Harvard at their head, can formulate some plan which will make it
possible for their doors to swing open as readily as do the doors of the great state
universities of the west.”29 Existing institutions also responded to public pressure
for greater access. In 1903, MIT president Henry Smith Pritchett argued that the
cost of tuition and living expenses in Boston were cutting off worthy applicants
from higher education. Rather than a state university, however, Pritchett argued

251863 MA Act, chap. 186, An Act In Addition To The Act To Incorporate The Massachusetts Institute
Of Technology (Boston: Secretary of the Commonwealth, 1861), 497.

26Hugh Hawkins, Between Harvard and America: The Educational Leadership of Charles W. Eliot
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1972), 152–56; Whitehead, Separation of College, 232–34.

27Labaree, A Perfect Mess, 109–10. When, exactly, the dichotomy between public and private universities
was established is a long-standing debate among legal and educational historians. The argument that col-
lege corporations were in fact private and should not be subject to political control was central to the 1819
case Dartmouth College v. Woodward, which helped establish the legal sanctity of the corporate charter as
contract, and the basis of some historians’ claims that the distinction between “public” and “private” was
solidified by the early nineteenth century. Historians such as John Whitehead have argued that this inter-
pretation of the Dartmouth case is anachronistic, and the public/private distinction was not understood as
such until the late nineteenth century. I am less interested in resolving this chronological debate and more
interested in exploring the continued ways that private institutions received public benefits, developed pub-
lic partnerships, and exerted outsized influence on local politics and public policy. See John S. Whitehead
and Jurgen Herbst, “How to Think about the Dartmouth College Case,” History of Education Quarterly 26,
no. 3 (1986), 333; George Thomas, “Rethinking the Dartmouth College Case in American Political
Development: Constituting Public and Private Educational Institutions,” Studies in American Political
Development 29, no. 1 (April 2015), 23–39.

28Hall, The Organization of American Culture, 1700–1900, 113; Clemens, Civic Gifts, 82–111.
29“State University,” Boston Globe, MA (hereafter as BG), Jan. 8, 1909, 8.
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that private institutions should solve this problem, and proposed expanding MIT’s
dormitories “to give to the poor student the opportunity of economically living.”30

On a practical level, private university leaders recognized that if they did not address
the growing demands for accessibility and affordability, support for public alterna-
tives would grow.

Figure 1. Annual Student Tuition at Selected Massachusetts Colleges and Universities, 1880–1980 (esti-
mated, in 2021 dollars). Sources: Report of the Commissioner of Education, 1880 (Washington, DC:
Government Printing Office, 1882), 668, 682; Report of the Commissioner of Education, 1901, Vol. 2
(Washington, DC: GPO, 1902), 1694–1697, 1724; Biennial Survey of Education, 1918–1920, Statistics
(Washington, DC: GPO, 1923), 390–91; MIT Course Catalogue, 1880–1960, Institute Archives and Special
Collections, Cambridge, MA; Boston College Bulletin, 1930–1960 (Chestnut Hill, MA); Freeland,
Academia’s Golden Age, 128, 152, 269; “Hard Times,” BG, Oct. 5, 1930, 56; “Oppose Boosting College
Tuition,” BG, Feb. 14, 1934, 17; “10,000 Will Return to BU,” BG, Sept. 20, 1937, 12; “Northeastern
Boosts Tuition,” BG, Feb. 25, 1938, 14; “Northeastern to Enroll Record,” BG, Sept. 5, 1948, C16; “BU
Boosts Tuition,” BG, April 23, 1952, 11; “Cost of College,” BG, March 20, 1958, 18; “UMass Trustees Ask
Tuition Hike,” BG, Jan. 7, 1959, 14; “State Opens First Two-Year Public College,” BG, Sept. 18, 1960, 55;
“Tuition Charges,” BG, Feb. 20, 1970, 6; “Tuition Increase Expected at UMass,” BG, May 1, 1979, 18;
“N.E. College Cost-Rise,” BG, March 9, 1980, 25; National Bureau of Economic Research, Index of the
General Price Level for United States (M04051USM324NNBR), retrieved from FRED, Federal Reserve
Bank of St. Louis, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/M04051USM324NNBR, June 15, 2020; CPI Inflation
Calculator, https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm.

30“For Students,” BG, Feb. 27, 1903, 2.
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Degree-Granting Power for the Normal School, 1852–1902
Boston’s private institutions repeatedly mobilized against legislative efforts to expand
public higher education. One of the earliest efforts was a school committee proposal
to authorize degree-granting power for Boston’s Normal School. The only form of
postsecondary education provided by the city since 1852, the Normal School trained
Boston’s elementary school teachers—tuition free for residents of Boston.31 To
become a high school teacher, however, the Boston School Committee required a col-
lege degree, at the time only provided by private colleges. The first private women’s
college in the Boston area, Wellesley, only opened in 1875. By 1900, Wellesley and
Radcliffe charged even higher tuition rates than Harvard.32 While cities like
New York had successfully won degree-granting power for a municipal public college
(renamed the College of the City of New York in 1866) and a Normal School (Hunter
College in 1888), advocates of a teachers college in Boston faced greater obstacles.

By the turn of the century, the fault lines that emerged in the Normal School
debate reflected Boston’s class, ethnic, and gendered politics. By this date, the major-
ity of elementary school teachers were Irish women, a demographic profile that was
concerning to some administrators. In 1899, the superintendent of Boston’s schools,
Edwin Seaver, argued that “staff recruited all from one source inevitably becomes nar-
row, conceited, and unprogressive,” and espoused the merits of recruiting more “out-
siders” into the Boston teaching force, in effect code for wealthier, Protestant,
private-college graduates.33 He was also eager to recruit more men to the teaching
profession. Among those who shared Seaver’s views was Abbott Lawrence Lowell,
the future president of Harvard, who served on the Boston School Committee
from 1896 to 1899. Lowell, a descendant of one of Boston’s most established First
Families, was a fierce immigration restrictionist, and in 1898 he helped to put in
place a Normal School “merit list,” on the basis of which graduates were chosen
for positions.34

Leading the opposition to Seaver and Lowell’s reforms was Irish working-class
champion Julia Harrington Duff, an 1878 graduate of the Boston Normal School
and former teacher in the Irish neighborhood of Charlestown. As a strong defender
of job opportunities for Irish Bostonians, she used the rallying cry “Boston schools for
Boston girls” to mobilize popular support for Normal School graduates, which effec-
tively won her a seat on the Boston School Committee in 1901. She argued that the
criteria used to judge the “best” teachers was a cover for discrimination against Irish
women. Duff had the strong support of organized labor, and working-class Irish
Catholics formed the base of support for the Democratic Party in Boston.35

31Catalogue of the Boston Normal School, 1906 (Boston: Municipal Printing Office, 1907), 10.
32Report of the Commissioner of Education, 1901, Vol. 2 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office,

1902), 1709.
33Appendix, in Annual Report of the School Committee of the City of Boston 1899 (Boston: Municipal

Printing Office, 1899), 47–49.
34Jerome Karabel, The Chosen: The Hidden History of Admission and Exclusion at Harvard, Yale, and

Princeton (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2005), 48; “Lowell Will Head Harvard,” BG, Jan. 14, 1909, 2.
35Proceedings of the School Committee of the City of Boston 1904 (Boston: Municipal Printing Office,

1904), 291; “Mrs Duff’s Rap,” BG, Nov. 12, 1902, 4; Polly Welts Kaufman, “Julia Harrington Duff: An
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By 1901, Duff and her working-class allies had built up a large constituency of
public officials that supported degree-granting authority for the Normal School,
which would enable it to offer credentials to compete against private colleges.36 In
December, the school committee unanimously voted to petition the state legislature
to make the Normal School a teachers college. However, allies of Lowell gained
strength on the school committee in that year’s election, and were able to appoint
their supporters to author a report that ordered the withdrawal of the school commit-
tee’s petition. The report argued that drawing teachers solely from Boston would hurt
the caliber and quality of the teaching force, and a public teachers college would
duplicate efforts provided for “admirably” in private colleges and universities. The
danger of duplication was a common argument used across the United States to
restrict the scope of public higher education as well as improve efficiency in both
the private and public sectors.37 The authors, however, did not openly state their con-
flict of interest as advisers and investors in these private institutions.38

Duff submitted a minority report that argued the concern with “caliber and qual-
ity” reflected prejudices of the supervisors against Irish women, and that a teachers
college would not duplicate opportunities because “only the children of the wealthy .
. . can afford to attend [private] universities.” She concluded by declaring that the
history of education in Massachusetts recounted a war waged by the propertied
class against the working-class women of Boston, with the opposition to the teachers
college only the most recent battle.39

The teachers college proposal was defeated. The entrenched power of private col-
leges in the city, as well as the partisan lines on which the battle over the Normal
School was fought, prevented the city from sponsoring its own degree-granting insti-
tution. Normal School graduates continued to be barred from teaching in Boston’s
high schools, as private colleges channeled their own graduates into the highest-paid
public jobs open to women. By 1907, six private institutions (Boston University,
Simmons College, Wellesley, Tufts, Harvard, and MIT) were coordinating with the
Boston School Committee to offer teachers part-time and summer courses toward
a college degree, bolstering the argument that the needs of teacher training were
already provided by the private sector. Hopes for a public degree-granting college
in the city of Boston were put on hold.40

Irish Woman Confronts the Boston Power Structure, 1900–1905,” Historical Journal of Massachusetts 18,
no. 2 (1990), 113–37.

36Arthur G. Powell, The Uncertain Profession: Harvard and the Search for Educational Authority
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1980), 31–33.

37Ethan W. Ris, “The Origins of Systemic Reform in American Higher Education, 1895–1920,” Teachers
College Record 120, no. 10 (2018), 42; John B. Clark et al., SUNY at Sixty: The Promise of the State University
of New York (New York: SUNY Press, 2010), xviii.

38“Mrs. Duff’s Ire,” BG, March 26, 1902, 1; Proceedings of the School Committee of the City of Boston
1902 (Boston: Rockwell & Churchill, 1902), 115–26.

39Proceedings 1902, 120–26.
40Annual Report of the Superintendent 1903 (Boston: CPD, 1903), 98; Annual Report of the

Superintendent 1908 (Boston: E. W. Doyle, 1908), 90–102; Powell, Uncertain Profession, 22, 36–38, 57;
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(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2021), 186–93.
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Organized Labor and Public-Private Substitutes, 1888–1918
Labor unions proved to be the most powerful and consistent advocate for public
higher education in Boston. Their power grew in the late nineteenth century
among craft workers affiliated with the American Federation of Labor, and they
became a chief base of support for the Democratic Party at the local and state
level, aligning with Boston’s increasingly powerful Irish working class. Although
very few craft workers attended college, most believed that higher education should
in principle be open to all. In 1888, the Boston Central Labor Union “most heartily
and unqualifiedly” endorsed a proposition to introduce a university-level course into
the public school system “so that our children may have the same educational advan-
tage now only attainable by rich men’s sons and daughters.”41

For organized labor, access to higher education was not simply about affordability,
but about who controlled these institutions and the interests they served. Boston’s
craft unions opposed a wave of private trade schools that emerged in the early twen-
tieth century, including the Massachusetts Charitable Mechanics Association Trade
School (1900), the mixed public-private Franklin Union (1908), and Wentworth
Institute (1911). Largely funded by wealthy employers, these schools, according to
unions, circumvented the apprenticeship process, spread anti-union propaganda,
and turned out strikebreakers.42 Unions were also wary of local colleges and engineer-
ing institutes where employers drew a growing share of their anti-union management.
Indeed, in many strikes of the early twentieth century—including those of telephone
operators, police, and railroad workers—students at MIT, Harvard, and Boston
University played key roles as strikebreakers, encouraged by their university admin-
istrators to do so.43 On April 14, 1905, in the midst of heated debate over private
trade schools, Peter Collins of the local electrical workers union declared,
“Organized labor will have its own university of labor before long—one not depen-
dent on false-natured philanthropists, such as Carnegie and Rockefeller.”44

As early as 1895, many city and state officials supported a public university, agree-
ing with organized labor that educational opportunity should not depend on social
class. That year, state representative Thomas F. Keenan proposed a bill to establish
a “free university in the city of Boston.” As Senator Joseph Corbett of Charlestown
stated in support: “Why should a child be debarred from the higher education on
account of poverty?” The Boston Globe reported that “many senators and representa-
tives . . . representing other sections of Boston . . . were all in favor of the bill.”
Keenan’s free university would cater to students upon graduating from grammar
school.45 At a time when high schools were known as “people’s colleges,” the distinc-
tion between secondary and higher education was not yet firm. In this sense Keenan’s
model was similar to that of New York City’s “Free Academy,” founded in 1847 and
awarded general degree-granting power in 1854, which admitted students who had

41“The Interests of Labor,” Boston Herald, July 30, 1888, 2.
42Groeger, The Education Trap, 111–15.
43Stephen H. Norwood, “The Student as Strikebreaker: College Youth and the Crisis of Masculinity in

the Early Twentieth Century,” Journal of Social History 28, no. 2 (December 1994), 331–49.
44“Trade Schools” BG, April 15, 1905, 3.
45“All in Favor,” BG, March 12, 1895, 7.
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completed eighth grade and were at least fourteen.46 Keenan argued that Boston’s
existing public high schools, Boston Latin and English High, provided a literary
education rather than a practical education, such that “there are many young men
who do not continue, for . . . they see no practical benefits to be obtained.” A free
university, for Keenan, would provide training in a wide range of practical subjects
leading into employment.47

While many advocates imagined a public university as a centralized, state-
supported institution, Massachusetts proposals often entailed some version of
public-private collaboration. Keenan’s free university would not require a “large
and expensive college building” or even a full-time faculty. Rather, this university
would use the facilities of existing public high schools after daytime classes let out,
and recruit low-cost, part-time instructors from existing colleges.48 While this free
university never opened, these cost-saving measures foreshadowed future proposals
that were developed as alternatives to a state university—including university
extension and correspondence classes—as well as cost-saving labor practices
increasingly adopted in the twentieth century.

Another short-lived proposal in 1909 was “Massachusetts College,” which was to
rely on the facilities and personnel of both the public and private sector. The author
of the bill to create the college, Edmund D. Barbour, was a retired Boston merchant
who hoped to “give the degree of A.B. at low cost to those who really earn it, who have
not the means for pursuing their education away from home.”49 Like Keenan’s pro-
posal, Massachusetts College would use existing public-school facilities in thirty “col-
lege centers” across the state and borrow books from public libraries. The school
would employ part-time instructors and offer courses to both men and women at
thirty-four dollars per year, far cheaper than the hundreds of dollars in annual tuition
of private universities in the Boston area.50 A board of advisers would be made up of
ex-governors, superintendents of schools, and representatives from fourteen colleges
in the state, which, with the exception of Massachusetts Agricultural College (MAC),
were all private. The college would not receive state funding directly, but would be
financed by private donors who would sit on the board of advisers.51 This plan
was supported by many private university representatives, such as MIT professor
Thomas Jaggar Jr., for whom it was “the most democratic and most interesting he
ever heard of.”52 When the governor signed the bill, it was heralded in the Boston
Globe as “revolutionary,” and a sign that “higher education will soon be within the
reach of everyone who desires to avail himself of the opportunity.”53 Massachusetts
College, however, never opened. The act that incorporated the new college was to

46Sydney C. Van Nort, The City College of New York (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2007), 13, 18;
Register of the College of the City of New York (New York, 1867), 11.

47“All in Favor,” BG, March 12, 1895, 7.
48“All in Favor.”
49“Massachusetts College,” Journal of Education 71, no. 7 (Feb. 1910), 178.
50“Four Years of Study at $138,” BG, March 1, 1910, 6; “Why Does the Commonwealth Need Another

College?,” BG, March 13, 1910, 46.
51R. L. B., “The Massachusetts College,” Journal of Education 69, no. 16 (April 1909), 433.
52“Hearings at State House,” BG, Feb. 26, 1909, 7.
53“Massachusetts College” BG, March 14, 1910, 10.
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take effect when subscribers donated a sum of $600,000, and despite Barbour’s con-
tribution of $100,000, this sum was never raised.54

By the early twentieth century, petitions for establishing a state university were
regularly brought to the state legislature by individuals or labor unions. Many spec-
ified a location in the Boston area, the state’s major industrial center, home to about a
third of the state’s population in 1910.55 In response, the state legislature authorized a
series of investigations into state higher education, the authors of which were often
private university administrators. The frequency and similarity of their conclusions
suggest these reports were a useful tactic to respond to public pressure without
committing to legislative change. These reports also reflected new political fault
lines in Massachusetts: after 1910, the Irish-dominated Democratic Party, with the
key support of organized labor, began a fifteen-year period of mayoral control of
Boston, sharpening the partisan divide between the city of Boston and the
Republican-dominated state legislature. The reports almost universally recommended
against a state university, but proposed a wide array of public-private partnerships
instead.

The 1912 State Board of Education, chaired by a member of Harvard’s Board of
Overseers and former AT&T president Frederick P. Fish, issued one such report in
response to a legislative resolve to “investigate [the provision of] higher and supple-
mentary education as a sequel to the public education now provided.” It acknowl-
edged several arguments for a “State university”: the fact that high tuition barred
deserving students, that Massachusetts residents were leaving the state to attend col-
lege elsewhere, and that high school teachers were not receiving sufficient professional
teacher training at existing colleges. However, the report concluded that “the interests
of education in Massachusetts do not warrant the establishment of a State university”
because such an institution “would necessitate heavy expenditure” and would “result
in a duplication of existing facilities.” State funds were better spent, the report con-
cluded, on primary and secondary education. The board optimistically claimed that
private institutions were “constantly increasing” their disposition to “render them-
selves the servants of public demand in every possible way.”56

The report laid out several alternative recommendations that would put “the
resources of [private] college and universities more fully at the command of the

54“Four Years of Study at $138” 6; Annual Report of the Department of Education 1929, Part 1
(Commonwealth of Massachusetts), 7; R. L. B., “The Massachusetts College,” 433.

551911 House Bill 590, Resolve To Provide For The Appointment Of An Unpaid Commission On
Higher And Supplementary Public Education (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, House of
Representatives, 1911); 1914 House Bill 603, Resolve To Provide For An Investigation Of The Proper
Means To Pursue In Establishing A Free State University, (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, House of
Representatives, 1914); 1914 House Bill 1271, Resolve Relative To The Founding Of A State University
(Commonwealth of Massachusetts, House of Representatives, 1914); Report of the Board of Education
Relative to the Establishment of a State University, 1915 (Boston: Wright & Potter, 1915), 4; 1921 Senate
Bill 357, Resolve To Provide For An Investigation Relative To Opportunities And Methods For Higher
Education In The Commonwealth (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Senate, 1921); Thirteenth Census
of the United States, Population, 1910, Vol. 2 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1913),
858–61.

56Report of the Board of Education [. . .] on Providing Higher and Supplementary Education, January
1912, House No. 1647, 6–22.
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people.” The first was the expansion of state scholarships to be used toward tuition at
private colleges.57 Scholarships were a long-standing practice and were the favored
policy solution of then governor Eugene Foss, a free-trade, anti-labor businessman
elected governor in 1910. Foss repeatedly dismissed the idea of a state university,
arguing in 1911 that it would “weaken” existing institutions and be too costly.
Instead, he advocated for several hundred scholarships to private institutions.58 His
persistent campaigning on this issue likely helped push through state legislation
that year to grant $1 million to MIT over ten years to fund eighty full scholarships.
In 1912, a similar authorization for $500,000 was made for Worcester Polytechnic
Institute.59 The 1912 report, therefore, reiterated the wisdom of this practice.

Another recommendation of the report was to cooperate more closely with private
universities on teacher-training programs, including the provision of scholarships for
teachers to take professional education courses.60 Since the defeated teachers college
proposal, private universities had continued to expand their partnerships with the
Boston School Committee for teacher training. By 1919, graduate courses at
Harvard, Boston University (BU), and Boston College (BC) counted in place of
two to three years of teaching experience.61 Additionally, the report suggested creat-
ing an agency to connect expert knowledge from private universities to public admin-
istrative bodies, similar to ways public universities served states like Wisconsin and
California.62 Governor David Walsh, the first Irish Democratic governor of
Massachusetts, elected in 1914, supported a plan to implement such an agency in
conjunction with MIT, including placing faculty on state boards, making public
use of MIT’s laboratories and shops, and creating a new bureau of technical informa-
tion. This plan was touted in the Boston Globe as a means of turning MIT into the
“nucleus of a great State University,” indicating the continued understanding that pri-
vate universities could fulfill essential public functions.63

A fourth recommendation of the 1912 report was to develop a university extension
system that, like Keenan’s proposal in 1895, would rely on existing public facilities
and part-time instructors. University extension was a well-established practice in
states such as New York, Illinois, and Wisconsin, offering college courses in person
or via correspondence.64 In the Boston area, however, only private institutions offered
extension courses. BU was the first to launch an extension program offering educa-
tion courses to local teachers, and by 1910, eight private universities including
Harvard, MIT, BU, Tufts, BC, and Simmons College all had extension programs.
In the wake of the 1912 report, these institutions partnered with the State Board of

57Report of the Board of Education, 1912, 20.
58“Tells of New Harvard Plan,” BG, June 29, 1911, 1.
59“Governor for Scholarships,” BG, Oct. 21, 1911, 2; Debates, 1917–1918, 82.
60Report of the Board of Education, 1912, 21.
61Annual Report of the Superintendent 1919 (Boston: Printing Department, 1919), 74–78.
62Annual Report of the Board of Education 1912 (hereafter as ARBE) (Boston: Wright & Potter, 1912),
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64Report of the Commissioner of Education, 1891–1892, Vol. 2 (Washington, DC: Government Printing
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Education and school districts in their extension work.65 In 1915, the State Board of
Education launched its own Department of University Extension and
Correspondence Instruction.66 The appointed advisory committee contained repre-
sentatives of MAC and organized labor, but was dominated by representatives of pri-
vate institutions, including Harvard, Tufts, and BC.67 In twenty-eight districts across the
state, courses were organized in public buildings with part-time instructors secured from
private universities and industry; within the first year, nearly thirty-five hundred stu-
dents enrolled in one hundred different courses.68 In championing the new state exten-
sion system in 1916, its director James Moyer claimed that it surpassed the benefits of a
centralized state university because students did not need to pay for room and board,
and could take courses part-time while still working. In his words, it “provides every-
thing the advocates of a State University for Massachusetts have in mind.”69

Others disagreed. At an annual conference at the State House, Reverend Berle
angrily stated that “the recent legislation on university extension was gotten only
by taking the Legislature by the throat. It was a substitution for a provision for a
State university, which has been and is being agitated.”70 Berle, who had himself
attended Harvard Divinity School and sent his son to Harvard College, claimed
that as a “Harvard man” he saw how undemocratic and “entirely out of sympathy
with the requirements of its community” the institution was. Observing the obstacles
faced by working-class students at Harvard had “convinced me that we need a State
University . . . [reaching] every young person in the State who shows any disposition
to its benefits.”71 Berle was part of a milieu of progressive reformers including Jane
Addams and Louis Brandeis who had faith in the transformative power of education
and resisted the corrupting forces of private monopoly on politics.72 Berle claimed
there was “general distrust” of the State Board of Education because it was seen as
“the instrument of the [private] higher institutions for learning in this State,”
evidenced by the recent “grabbing by the Institute of Technology of $1,000,000 of
the State’s money.”73 Berle’s assessment of the cozy relationship between private
universities and the state board seemed to be confirmed by the next commissioner
of education, Payson Smith, who favored private higher education provision. As
Smith argued in 1918, “if the endowed colleges of the country perform the functions
of a public service corporation and care for the needs of the people as the times
require . . . there need be no State Universities.”74

65George Zook, Report of the Commission [. . .] for Technical and Higher Education in the
Commonwealth, 1923, House No. 1700, 14–15; ARBE 1917 (Boston: Wright & Potter, 1917), 169–70.

66ARBE 1917, 170–72.
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World War I, Selective Enrollment, and Junior College Proposals, 1915–1934
The years around World War I witnessed renewed pressure for a state university. The
Massachusetts branch of the AFL, which gained strength in a wartime economy,
brought forward repeated petitions for a state university in Boston.75 These years
also witnessed the creation of the first AFL teachers’ union in Boston, albeit short-
lived from 1919 to 1925, as well as the Boston Trade Union College (BTUC) that
operated between 1919 and the Great Depression. The repeated setbacks to public
higher education likely contributed to the decision of Boston’s labor unions to take
matters into their own hands and launch their own college. The BTUC was part of
a wave of labor colleges that emerged after World War I and offered a wide range
of evening courses, with curricular decisions decided on democratically, to workers
and their families in public school buildings. While catering primarily to labor activ-
ists and never a mass institution, BTUC offered an alternative to Boston’s landscape
of private colleges and universities.76

The anti-labor backlash of the first Red Scare posed new obstacles and shaped the
language in which opponents rejected public higher education. In 1915, the principal
of a private preparatory school, George Fox, claimed that a state university would be
“a case of dead-beat Socialism . . . because it places all the expense on the State trea-
sury.” Positioning himself as a true champion of working people, he argued that a
state university would be a “robbery of the working class taxpayers” who would be
forced to pay for a university that most would not attend.77

At a time of heightened nationalism, some public officials came to support a state
university for its potential to cultivate democratic citizenship. State Board of
Education member Clarence Kingsley argued in 1923 that a “state university would
be a unifying force in the community which is . . . increasingly needed to bring out
common ideas and common ideals necessary that Democratic society may function
and survive.”78 At the height of anti-immigrant sentiment, many policymakers
viewed education as strategy to assimilate immigrants and stem the radicalism
associated with foreigners. In addition to Americanization courses introduced into
public schools, the state extension department launched an Americanization cam-
paign through English language and civics courses.79 Some public officials, like
Boston superintendent of schools Frank Thompson, rejected xenophobic “100%
Americanism” and stressed the role of public schools in promoting the best demo-
cratic values of the United States.80 In his 1919 annual report, he argued that
Massachusetts was falling behind western states that had already made college a guar-
anteed “democratic right” for all young people, and that “the day has come in
Massachusetts” for a free university in Boston.81

75“Labor Men Urge Bill,” BG, Feb. 16, 1916, 3; “Favor Investigation,” BG, March 11, 1921, 3; “Labor
Continues Fight for State University,” BG, Dec. 24, 1921, 14.

76Groeger, The Education Trap, 195–98.
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Legislatively, World War I brought new regulations concerning state aid to private
institutions. The 1917–1918 Massachusetts constitutional convention extended the
reach of the 1853 anti-aid amendment to higher education for the first time. In
the debate over its passage, it was revealed that since 1860, the state had spent nearly
$8 million on private colleges and universities, largely in the form of scholarships.
The 1918 amendment represented a new wartime skepticism of private institutions
and a commitment to expanding public services and oversight.82

The debate over a public university was also reshaped by the educational and eco-
nomic landscape in the 1920s. Namely, a high school boom was putting more enroll-
ment pressure on private colleges and universities than they could, or wanted to,
accommodate. Since 1890, the number of students enrolled in public high school in
Massachusetts had quadrupled, and an increasing percentage of them sought higher
education, most entering a rapidly growing sector of white-collar and professional
employment.83 This was especially pronounced among women students, whose enroll-
ment in higher education was now increasing at a pace twice as fast as men’s enroll-
ment.84 By 1924, Massachusetts ranked first among states in the number of students
attending colleges and universities, especially at Boston’s large urban universities,
Northeastern University (recently incorporated with general degree-granting power)
and BU. However, half of Massachusetts college students were from out-of-state, and
Massachusetts ranked twenty-fifth in the percentage of its own high school graduates
who went on to college.85 Many commentators criticized the limited number of spots
available to local graduates. In 1921, the Boston Globe editors wrote: “Thousands of
[young people] are reaching out for higher education [but] all of our privately endowed
colleges are full to bursting.”86 Based on a 1922 survey, colleges including Wellesley,
Simmons, and Worcester Polytechnic Institute all described needing to curtail student
admissions because of the limited capacity of their classrooms and dormitories.87

The exclusion of students by private institutions was made even more visible by
changes in formal admissions policies.88 Before 1920, colleges tended to be more con-
cerned with attracting enough enrollment than barring students from attending. Most
colleges in Massachusetts, including BU, BC, Tufts, and MAC, admitted students on
the high school certificate system, granting admission to graduates of approved high
schools. At more elite colleges including Harvard, MIT, Wellesley, and Smith College,
the majority of students gained admission through subject-based entrance examina-
tions.89 For many colleges in the nineteenth century, these exams included Latin and
Greek, not offered in all public high schools. The desire to attract enrollment as well

82Debates, 1917–1918, 63.
83Report of the Commissioner of Education, 1891–1892, 686; Biennial Survey of Education 1918–1920
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as forge relationships to local public school systems led colleges like Harvard to mod-
ernize their entrance requirements and eliminate the classical language requirement
at the turn of the twentieth century. In addition, students who did not pass the
entrance exams could still be admitted with “conditions,” expanding enrollment fur-
ther. In 1922, 14 percent of Harvard students and 42 percent of MIT students were
admitted with conditions.90

More flexible entrance examinations, combined with the high school graduation
surge, however, began to change student demographics. Elite institutions like
Harvard were especially concerned by the growing number of Jewish students, who
grew from 1 percent of the student body in 1881 to 20 percent by 1922. President
Lowell attempted to implement a 15 percent Jewish admissions cap, but when this
blatant form of discrimination failed, he led changes to admissions criteria to include
selection based on “character and fitness,” a photograph of the student, and questions
about religion and ethnicity.91 University administrators were careful to denounce
racial and religious discrimination in public statements, but the anti-Semitism of
many private-college leaders was not a secret, and Harvard’s new admissions policies
had the effect of capping the enrollment of Jewish students.92

Several Boston Rabbis became outspoken champions of a state university as an
alternative to what they believed to be prejudiced admissions practices. In 1922,
Rabbi Harry Levi of Temple Israel rejected new proposals for “restriction on racial
and religious grounds,” as well as the use of psychological tests in vogue in the
early 1920s, which “camouflage means of shutting out those not socially eligible.”
He concluded, “Let us have a State university and have it as soon as possible.”93

In debates over college admission policies, many private-college and university
administrators defended the selective function long performed by private higher edu-
cation. President Alexander Meiklejohn of Amherst College defended the right of
universities to exclude high school graduates and claimed it would be an “unmitigated
nuisance” if universities “had to provide for students who don’t at present meet
demands made upon them.”94 In 1922, the dean of the Harvard Graduate School
of Education, Henry Holmes, stated that “colleges are not in duty bound to educate
everybody. . . . Selection is inevitable and the main duty of every institution of higher
education is to maintain its standards with rigor and fairness.”95

Several public officials, however, disagreed with this assessment. Superintendent
Thompson described how the “overcrowded conditions in the various colleges” led
them to “make their requirements so stiff” that only half of public school graduates
could get in. This restriction, he argued, “is not fair. . . . This is not truly representative
of the whole people and it is not democratic.”96 State Board of Education member

90Jerome Karabel, The Chosen, 21–23, 50; Report, 1923, 75.
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Princeton, 1900–1970 (New York: Routledge, 2017) 58–110.
92“Says Colleges Not Bound to Educate All,” BG, July 7, 1922, 1.
93“Rabbi Levi Urges State University,” BG, Nov. 13, 1922, 7; See also “Speakers Favor State University,”

BG, Feb. 2, 1923, 13.
94“Bryan Speaks to Teachers,” BG, Oct. 29, 1921, 9.
95“Says Colleges Not Bound to Educate All,” BG, July 7, 1922, 1.
96“Thompson Urges a State University,” BG, Oct. 18, 1921, 13.

178 Cristina Viviana Groeger

https://doi.org/10.1017/heq.2021.52  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/heq.2021.52


Kingsley further argued against entrance requirements that forced students to “study
subjects which are not of real use to them.”97 A state university, he argued, would
allow students to pursue the kinds of subjects they desired. Furthermore, between
1915 and 1924, the average tuition of liberal arts colleges in Massachusetts rose by
64 percent. According to a 1922 survey of public-school administrators in
Massachusetts, roughly two-thirds believed that tuition rates and entrance require-
ments each significantly reduced the number of qualified high school graduates
who could attend college.98

Controversies over admissions policies did not lead to the creation of a public uni-
versity, but they did spawn innovations compatible with existing private institutions.
In response to a 1921 AFL petition, another state commission was appointed to inves-
tigate higher education, chaired by the president of BU, Lemuel Murlin.99 The final
1923 report was unanimous in rejecting a state university, arguing that current col-
leges were “not so crowded as has been reported,” that admissions requirements
were “not so severe as commonly believed,” and that the needs of higher education
“can be met most economically and efficiently” through existing private institutions.
Instead, the commission proposed a decentralized system of free junior colleges offer-
ing the first two years of college instruction. The model proposed by the commission
shared aspects of the 1895 and 1912 proposals: multiple “centers” would launch col-
lege courses within existing public school buildings, greatly reducing expenses, and
offer not only arts and science courses, but a wide range of technical and practical
subjects. They would offer equal opportunity to women students, unlike the predom-
inantly men’s colleges in the Boston area (with the exception of Radcliffe, Wellesley,
Simmons, and co-ed BU). A system of twelve junior colleges was estimated to cost
between $125,000 and $250,000 annually, compared with the cost of a single state
university, estimated at $10-$12 million upfront and $1-$2 million annually. Most
of Boston’s private universities were less threatened by a two-year institution that
did not compete with four-year collegiate instruction. However, some private colleges
still opposed the proposal: the president of BC, a college which catered to
lower-middle-class Catholics, argued in a minority report that junior colleges were
unnecessary and existing institutions could satisfy the demand for college
education.100

While the state investigation was underway, the Boston School Committee also
explored the possibility of establishing a municipal junior college. By 1924, the
Boston Normal School had become Boston Teachers College, and was granted the
power to offer a bachelor of education and bachelor of science in education (although
still not the bachelor of arts, reserved for the traditional liberal arts colleges).101 In a
1925 report, the Boston School Committee suggested that the Teachers College, as the

97“Urges Need for State University,” BG, Jan. 16, 1923, 5.
98Report of the Commission [. . .] for Technical and Higher Education in the Commonwealth, 1923, 63, 66.
99“Favor Investigation,” BG, March 11, 1921, 3; “State University Plan Is Opposed,” BG, Jan. 13, 1924, 17.
100Report of the Commission [. . .] for Technical and Higher Education in the Commonwealth, 1923,

13–20, 262–79: “Favors Junior College System,” BG, Jan. 12, 1924, 16A.
101Annual Report of the Superintendent 1922 (Boston: Printing Department, 1922), 17–19; “Historical

Note,” Boston State College Collection, 1852–2007, Archives and Special Collections, UMass Boston,
Boston, MA.
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only public degree-granting institution in the city, could become “the nucleus for a
municipal university.” However, as a first step in expanding municipal higher educa-
tion, it recommended the preliminary establishment of an independent two-year
junior college.102

In the years that followed, however, neither the state nor the city of Boston acted
on the junior college recommendations.103 Rather, the private sector jumped into this
new educational market. In the early 1930s, several private institutions successfully
petitioned the state legislature to change their status to that of junior colleges, includ-
ing Lasell Seminary, a women’s seminary in nearby Newton, and Portia Law School
in Boston, originally founded in 1908 as the first women-only law school in the coun-
try.104 These private junior colleges overwhelmingly catered to women students, dem-
onstrating unmet demand: by 1940, the Boston area was home to seven private junior
colleges enrolling nearly one thousand students, 95 percent of them women.105

Student enrollment pressure also instigated new efforts to convert MAC into a
public state university, although these attempts stalled through the 1920s. Despite
its geographical distance from major population centers, MAC was an obvious
locus for building a state university. Until 1926, tuition was effectively free to in-state
students (although students were charged small fees).106 In addition, by 1929, 90 per-
cent of MAC students did not actually pursue agriculture, but rather pursued diverse
specializations in the arts and sciences. Multiple constituencies, however, opposed
turning MAC into a state university: older alumni who were farmers or agricultural
scientists that took pride in the agricultural focus of their alma mater, organized
labor that favored a university in the industrial center of Boston, and, most impor-
tantly, private institutions and their state allies.107 The 1923 report urged MAC to
double down on its agricultural focus, pointing to the decline of food production
in the state.108 Left unsaid was that this focus limited its competition with private col-
leges represented by the reports’ authors. Finally, in 1931, in response to growing stu-
dent and alumni pressure, the Massachusetts governor signed a bill changing the
name of the institution from Massachusetts Agricultural College to Massachusetts
State College (MSC), acknowledging the reality of its broad scope.109 MSC, however,

102“Votes for a City Junior College,” BG, Jan. 27, 1925, 13; “Supporters Heard on Junior Colleges,” BG,
March 11, 1925, 15.

103“Junior Colleges Taking Hold,” BG, Sept. 2, 1928, A60.
104“Lasell and Bradford,” BG, Feb. 14, 1932, 8; “Portia Junior College,” BG, Oct. 3, 1934, 21; Ronald

Chester, Unequal Access: Women Lawyers in a Changing America (South Hadley, MA: Bergin & Garvey,
1985), 9.

105Biennial Survey of Education, 1938–1942, Vol. 2 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office,
1947), 122.

106Report of the Commissioner 1880 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1882), 682; Report
of the Commissioner 1900, Vol. 2 (Washington, DC: GPO, 1902), 1724; Biennial Survey of Education 1918–
1920, 390–91; Report of the Commission [. . .] for Technical and Higher Education in the Commonwealth,
1923, 307; “Hard Times Bring Greatest Rush,” BG, October 5, 1930, 56; 63rd Annual Report of the
Massachusetts Agricultural College, 5–6, 18.

107“Many Students Want Massachusetts ‘Aggie,’” BG, Jan. 6, 1929, B4; “New Hampshire College,” BG,
Sept. 29, 1929, B18; “MAC Reluctant to Change Name,” BG, March 13, 1928, 14; Cary, University of
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108Report of the Commission [. . .] for Technical and Higher Education in the Commonwealth, 1923, 14.
109Cary, University of Massachusetts, 148, 158.
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remained a small institution at just over one thousand students in 1934 (compared to
the forty-one thousand total private college and university students in the state) and
geographically removed from the site of highest student demand.110

World War II, Community Colleges, and the University of Massachusetts,
1947–1970
The enormous post-WWII enrollment surge, driven first by veterans and then the
baby boom, brought about a new era in public higher education in the United
States, and significant milestones in the state of Massachusetts. For the first time in
1947, a state-commissioned report on the needs of higher education was conducted
with minimal private university representation, and that year, MSC became the
University of Massachusetts (UMass), the first public university in the state. In the
1960s, a network of public junior colleges (or community colleges) was established,
and a branch of the University of Massachusetts was founded in Boston in 1965. A
new political and economic landscape helped bring about these changes.
Democrats, the longtime ally of organized labor in the state, had gained control of
both the state House and Senate in 1958, establishing effective one-party rule by
the mid-1960s. Boston-area working-class Catholics began attending college in
greater numbers, and new suburban residents, many with ties to the growing tech
enterprises along Route 128, became a significant constituency of the Democratic
Party and also supported the expansion of public higher education. Overall, state
expenditure on public higher education grew from 4 percent of total expenditure
in 1960 to 7 percent by the early 1970s. The new $350 million Boston campus was
the largest public construction project in the history of the state. Although total
enrollment in public higher education remained lower than private enrollment, it
grew from 10 percent of Massachusetts students in 1940 to over 40 percent by
1980 (see Figure 2).111

The expansion of public higher education in this era, however, was not a reversal
of prior power dynamics between the public and private sector, but rather a reflection
of a reconfigured institutional landscape. In a time of enrollment expansion, most of
Boston’s private institutions shifted away from serving local commuter students and
toward more affluent, academically competitive, and out-of-state students. Private
universities also found new ways to benefit from the expansion of public educational
funding at both the federal and state level. Federal financial aid for veterans and
working-class students subsidized private institutions, and research universities like
Harvard and MIT garnered enormous federal grants for scientific research. At the
state level, private universities successfully lobbied the Massachusetts legislature for
expanded aid to private institutions.112 Public institutions, in turn, faced financial
or capacity limits that kept free public higher education for all an elusive goal.
Most adopted private university practices, such as charging higher student tuition

110Biennial Survey of Education, 1932–1934 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1937), 123,
141.

111Freeland, Academia’s Golden Age, 301, 315–18.
112Freeland, Academia’s Golden Age, 71–74, 92, 317, 340–42.
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and fees and selective admissions policies. By the early 1970s, when the period of
abundant state funding came to an end, Massachusetts was home to a more expansive
educational landscape but private institutions remained at the top of the educational
hierarchy.

The surge of enrollment from veterans immediately after the war confirmed the
need for a larger state university. MSC believed it was better to claim this institutional
status for itself than lose out to a site in greater Boston, where nearly 50 percent of
state residents lived by 1940.113 In 1947, the state legislature authorized MSC to
change its name to the University of Massachusetts, and made appropriations for
the expansion of its collegiate and graduate arts and science programs, which
included the addition of engineering, physics, home economics, education, nursing,
and business administration. Additional faculty, facilities, and dormitories allowed
enrollment to grow from twenty-seven hundred to thirty-five hundred students.
However, in contrast to the strategy of urban universities like Northeastern to expand
pre-professional programs that catered to part-time commuter students, UMass
administrators were more interested in pursuing selective enrollment and building
the academic profile of their arts and science departments.114 Tuition for in-state

Figure 2. Total Enrollment in Massachusetts Higher Education, Private and Public, 1910–1990. Data
includes both two- and four-year institutions. Sources: Report of the Commissioner of Education, 1911,
Vol. 2 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1912); Biennial Survey of Education, 1918–1950
(Washington, DC: GPO, 1923–1954); Digest of Educational Statistics, 1962–1992 (Washington, DC: GPO,
1962–1992).

113Census of Population 1950, Vol. 2, Part 21 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1952),
107–11.

114“The University of Massachusetts,” BG, June 18, 1964, 20; “UMass Takes on ‘Ivy’ Look,” BG, May 19,
1963, A7; Freeland, Academia’s Golden Age, 300–305.
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students had been introduced in 1926 and rose in subsequent decades.115 Ultimately,
this agenda continued to leave many working-class Bostonians without access to pub-
lic higher education.

Between 1948 and 1960, pressure for a community college network continued to
build. A 1948 legislative report, recalling the 1923 junior college plan, recommended
establishing two-year junior colleges within existing state teachers colleges.116 At this
time, there were ten state teachers colleges in Massachusetts, originally founded as
state Normal Schools that had become “teachers colleges” offering education degrees
in 1932.117 (These did not include Boston’s teachers college, a municipal institution).
State teachers colleges had introduced in-state student tuition in 1924, albeit
with rates lower than UMass.118 Although the state authorized the creation of
community colleges in 1948, either within existing state teachers colleges or as new
entities through the local funding of school committees, in the next ten years only
Newton launched a municipal community college housed within Newton High
School.119 In 1958, public higher education found a new advocate in Democratic
Massachusetts governor Foster Furcolo. In the wake of a 1957 report ranking
Massachusetts last in the nation for the percentage of the state budget spent on higher
education, Furcolo argued that expanding public higher education was an “emer-
gency,” and proposed a plan of nine newly constructed regional junior colleges.120

In September of 1960, Berkshire Community College, the first two-year public junior
college in Massachusetts, was opened in Pittsfield in a repurposed high school build-
ing to 125 students. Annual tuition was about the same as the price tag of UMass
in-state tuition at the time: $200.121 The following year, three more community col-
leges were opened, including the first in Boston: Massachusetts Bay Community
College (MBCC) in the Back Bay, charging $300 in annual tuition to seven hundred
students. By 1964, seven community colleges dotted the state.122

These new community colleges were still far from sufficient in meeting enrollment
demands. By 1964, MBCC was projected to need up to five thousand additional
spots—over six times its current capacity—to meet demand in Boston. The chairman
of the Regional Community College Board, Kermit Morrissey, noted that Boston was
“getting such a pressure of applicants (fourteen hundred for four hundred spots last

115Report of the Commission [. . .] for Technical and Higher Education in the Commonwealth, 1923, 307;
64th Annual Report of the Massachusetts Agricultural College: Part 1(Boston: Department of Education,
1927), 24.; “State College Raises Tuition,” BG, Jan. 20, 1933, 5.

116“Community Colleges,” BG, April 2, 1948, 17; Freeland, Academia’s Golden Age, 301.
117“Reardon Seeks Cooperation,” BG, April 2, 1938, 4; 1932 MA Act, chap. 127, An Act Changing The

Designation Of State Normal Schools To State Teachers Colleges, (Boston: Secretary of the Commonwealth,
1932), 96–101.

118“Judge Rules Tuition Fees to Teachers Colleges Illegal,” BG, Nov. 11, 1943, 11; “State College Girl
Must Pay Tuition,” BG, Sept. 16, 1944, 7.

1191948 MA Act, chap. 620, An Act Relative To The Establishment Of Community Colleges By The
Department Of Education (Boston: Secretary of the Commonwealth, 1948), 688–90; “What Junior
College Does for Student,” BG, Nov. 13, 1955, 30A.

120“Massachusetts Called Worst State,” BG, July 25, 1957, 32; “$43 Million Bond Issue Asked,” BG, July
2, 1958, 7.

121“State Opens First Two-Year Public College,” BG, Sept. 18, 1960, 55.
122“The Educational Wealth,” BG, May 7, 1964, 19; “Community College Grads,” BG, April 7, 1963, A7
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year) that [MBCC] is getting as selective as a good four-year college.” In 1964, 70 per-
cent of MBCC students came from outside Boston itself, mostly from wealthier
Boston suburbs. Officials like Morrisey urged the expansion of new community col-
leges in the greater Boston area to make space for local, working-class residents.123

By this time, Boston was also home to another institution of public higher educa-
tion: Boston State College, the restructured Boston Teachers College. In 1952, the
Boston School Committee decided to transfer control of its municipal teachers college
to the state as a way to save the city significant expenses.124 In 1959, under pressure to
serve broader populations seeking higher education in the arts and sciences, the
Massachusetts legislature granted all state teachers colleges the ability to grant liberal
arts degrees, and a subsequent 1960 act changed the names of all “State Teachers
Colleges” to “State Colleges” to better reflect this broader scope. Boston State
College became the first public college in Boston with the authority to grant bachelor
of arts degrees.125 By 1963, it enrolled twenty-eight hundred students in downtown
Boston.126

Boston’s private colleges viewed the expansion of public higher education with
suspicion, but their own changing student demographics diminished their opposition.
In 1950, the Boston Globe could write that the junior college movement in
Massachusetts had “no better friend” than Harvard president James Conant, who
offered to make Harvard facilities available to train the teachers and administrators
for new public junior colleges. As Conant argued, “For many types of students, a ter-
minal two-year education beyond high school, provided locally, seems better adapted
to their needs than that offered by a traditional four-year residential college.” Public
junior colleges, thus, would not threaten elite private colleges.127 Tuition-driven uni-
versities like BU and BC may have had more reason to be concerned: BU had
launched its own two-year “General College” program in 1952 to cater to WWII vet-
erans and take advantage of federal funding.128 But as postwar enrollments grew,
these institutions focused on pursuing strategies of elite institutions: higher tuition,
selective enrollment, a national student body, and graduate programs in the arts
and sciences. At BU, between 1952 and 1967 annual tuition rose from $550 to
$1,250, and the percentage of in-state students dropped from 80 percent to 35 per-
cent. By 1967, BC, which traditionally had been the cheapest college in the Boston
area, was charging higher tuition than BU (see Figure 1) and increasingly catered
to more affluent Catholics from beyond Massachusetts.129

Northeastern University was the one exception to this trend. Although it had
implemented tuition hikes, new dormitories, and increased research capacity, its pri-
mary institutional strategy was to expand its cooperative and part-time courses that

123“Community College Grads,” BG, April 7, 1963, A7; “The Educational Wealth,” BG, May 7, 1964, 19.
124“One Easy Way,” BG, Sept. 3, 1958, 11; Proceedings of the School Committee 1952 (Boston: Printing
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125“Bill Would Change Names,” BG, Feb. 9, 1960, 14.
126“Boston State Aims High,” BG, Sept. 1, 1963, 60.
127“The New Colleges,” BG, Jan. 29, 1950, 6A.
128Kathleen Kilgore, Transformations: A History of Boston University (Boston: Boston University, 1991),
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catered to working-class commuters who were older than typical students.
Northeastern grew from twenty thousand students in 1959 to forty-five thousand
by 1967, becoming the largest private university in the United States. With the cheap-
est tuition in the Boston area, it was described by a 1973 Carnegie Commission on
Higher Education report as “a private university serving the urban proletariat.”130

Not surprisingly, Northeastern remained uniquely hostile to public higher education
in the city.131

The new political alignment of Boston’s private and public institutions was visible
in the debate surrounding the opening of a University of Massachusetts in Boston.
UMass Amherst had grown to seventy-seven hundred students by 1963, but had
simultaneously become more selective and catered to wealthier students from
Boston’s suburbs.132 Many local and state officials recommended Boston State
College as the center of a new university in Boston, independent from UMass
Amherst. The state college system was underfunded compared with UMass, which
was a source of resentment between the two state systems.133 In addition, as an out-
growth of the municipal teachers college, Boston State College was seen by many
Bostonians as the natural center of a public university. In 1963, Senate president
John Powers from Boston sought to turn BSC into a “commuter university of the
future” serving twenty thousand students.134 The president and trustees of UMass
Amherst, however, opposed these proposals, and moved quickly to ensure that any
new university campus would be under their control. Their allies in the State
House introduced legislation in the spring of 1964 to establish a branch of UMass
in Boston, known as “Hub UMass.”135

Northeastern president Asa Knowles led the opposition. He was angered by the
move and claimed there had been an unwritten agreement that a public university
would not be built in Boston.136 The president of BU also registered opposition, argu-
ing that the proposal was “premature” and needed “intense study.” Also opposed was
the director of the state college system, John Gillespie, who argued that the bill was
“woefully inadequate” and “hastily conceived.”137 Other private college leaders, how-
ever, like BC president Michael Walsh, favored the establishment of UMass Boston,
which he thought would cater to working-class Catholics who no longer had access to
his own school and who sought opportunities outside of the traditionally Protestant
private universities.138

130Dan Waldorf, “Northeastern University: A Private University Serving the Urban Proletariat,” in The
University and the City: Eight Cases of Involvement, ed. George Nash (New York: McGraw Hill, 1973).
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Despite the opposition, the Democrat-dominated state legislature in the 1960s was
strongly supportive of expanding public higher education, and western Massachusetts
representatives lent their support, seeking to strengthen the UMass system with
UMass Amherst as its flagship.139 The legislature approved the plan in June 1964,
providing “urgently needed facilities for students residing in or near the city of
Boston.”140 Housed in the former Boston Gas Company building in the city’s down-
town, UMass Boston opened to twelve hundred students in September of 1965; it
charged $200 in annual tuition.141 The core members of the faculty were recruited
from UMass Amherst, attracting those eager to contribute to the new university’s
mission and relocate to the Boston area.142 Several aspects of the new UMass campus
likely reassured its opponents, however. The new university offered a four-year liberal
arts program, in contrast to Northeastern’s signature part-time cooperative and occu-
pational programs. Private administrators were also likely relieved by the choice of a
new campus site in 1968. Despite support among students and staff for a central “core
city” campus, the trustees, facing pressure from the state legislature and the need for a
site large enough to accommodate many thousands of students, chose Columbia
Point, a large 100-acre landfill and sewage treatment facility on the southern edge
of the city, next to Boston’s largest public housing project. The site was a mile
from the closest subway station, which frustrated many commuting students who pre-
ferred a more accessible location.143

Private institutions also benefited from a windfall of public assistance in the 1960s.
In 1956, Massachusetts legislators pioneered the first state-backed student loan
agency, the Massachusetts Higher Education Assistance Corporation, which guaran-
teed favorable loans to Bay State residents attending either private or public institu-
tions.144 Although the anti-aid amendment remained on the books, private
institutions found new ways of circumventing it. In 1954, a special legislative commis-
sion headed by Senator George Evans, a Wakefield shoe manufacturer, reported that
legally, the anti-aid amendment prevented direct subsidies of higher education, but it
did not prevent a state board from receiving state funds and then contracting with
private institutions for their services.145 In the years that followed, administrative
boards were used to massively expand state scholarships to private institutions.146

Tuition-driven institutions like BC, BU, and Northeastern made securing state schol-
arships their top priority, and their powerful new lobbying group, the Association of
Independent Colleges and Universities in Massachusetts (AICUM), founded in 1967,
worked closely with the new state Board of Higher Education. Between 1960 and
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1974, the annual appropriation for state scholarships grew from $100,000 to a whop-
ping $9.5 million. Three-quarters of these funds went to students attending private
colleges and universities.147

Austerity Politics, 1970–1982
By the early 1970s, the academic “golden age” had come to an end. In response to
slowed economic growth, federal aid was reduced and both Republican and
Democratic state governors recommended their legislatures freeze spending increases
for public higher education. Public support was also waning in the wake of the tumul-
tuous student protests and battles over desegregation, and student demand lessened
as the enrollment boom slowed. Private colleges, facing their own budget shortfalls,
became more hostile to the expansion of the public sector. The new conditions of aus-
terity led state actors to return to their traditional cooperative relationship with pri-
vate higher education.148

Key state officials were strong allies of private universities in the 1970s. The new
state secretary of administration and finance, William Cowin, openly admitted he
had “a personal bias toward the privates,” and did not believe that the state legislature
was taking sufficient advantage of their services. Recalling the arguments of state
reports dating back to 1912, he argued that public educational expansion was unnec-
essary and more cost-effective measures included granting public funds to private
institutions and leasing space from private colleges instead of purchasing additional
facilities.149 The move to privatize public services is often associated with the neolib-
eral era, but in the context of Massachusetts higher education, it represented a return
to long-standing educational practices.

Massachusetts state and educational officials also pursued practices typical of the
private sector that seemed to betray the century-long demand for a free public uni-
versity. Specifically, they began to shift the financing of higher education onto stu-
dents through higher tuition. A chief demand of AICUM was raising public
tuition to “equalize competition” between public and private universities. The
President of UMass Robert C. Wood, seeking cooperation with the private sector,
began to advocate for public tuition increases in the 1970s.150 In 1979 the state edu-
cation secretary mandated that all state colleges and universities raise tuitions to com-
pensate for state budget restrictions. Annual tuition at UMass rose from $300 in 1971
to $750 in 1981.151 The shifting burden from public funding to student tuition was
not unique to Massachusetts in these years but adopted across the country, even in
states with some of the most developed systems of public higher education, reflect-
ing a conservative turn to austerity politics. Although California wrote into its 1868
state constitution that, finances permitting, no tuition should be charged to in-state
University of California students, it introduced tuition in 1970. That year,
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combined in-state tuition and fees at UC were roughly the same as tuition at
UMass Amherst.152

A restructuring of Boston’s public higher education landscape in the early 1980s
also pushed tuition higher and reduced the number of seats in the city’s public
degree-granting institutions. In 1981, Boston State College was absorbed into
UMass Boston.153 In the new budgetary climate of the mid-1970s, advocates of a
Boston State-UMass merger cited the need to address enrollment decline and avoid
costly duplication of programs.154 Opponents of the merger, like Secretary of
Educational Affairs Paul Parks, argued that the elimination of the state college
would end up raising admissions requirements and tuition costs to the level of the
UMass system (higher than the existing state college system), effectively shutting
out large numbers of working-class students.155 Opposition among students and
staff grew in 1981 when the Massachusetts Board of Regents released the details of
the merger plan, which, in response to a $6 million state budget shortfall, was slated
to occur in a matter of weeks and entail laying off nearly four hundred part-time and
full-time faculty.156 In response to protests and legal action, the merger and layoffs
were postponed by a few months, but not abandoned. In January of 1982, former
Boston State students began their spring semester as UMass Boston students, with
only a fraction of their former faculty rehired at the state university.157 The new
UMass Boston had twenty-five hundred fewer spots than the combined enrollment
of the two former institutions. By 1982, annual tuition had risen to $1,100.158

Rising student costs, fewer seats, and reduced funding for public higher education
once again favored the position of private colleges and universities in the state.

Conclusion

The long struggle for a public university in Boston can offer historians several
insights. This fight reveals the extent to which private versus public competition
was a crucial dynamic in shaping the development of higher education. Although
Massachusetts’s earliest colleges were “quasi-public,” by the late nineteenth century,
these colleges closely guarded degree-granting power for themselves and mobilized
against free, publicly funded higher education championed by organized labor, public
school teachers, and local politicians. A repeated refrain from private university lead-
ers and politicians with ties to these institutions, drawing on the tradition of public-

152Jennifer M. Nations, “How Austerity Politics Led to Tuition Charges at the University of California
and City University of New York,” History of Education Quarterly 61, no. 3 (2021), 1–24; John R. Thelin,
“‘Free College’ in Historical Perspective,” History News Network, February 16, 2020, https://historynewsnetwork.
org/article/174324; “N.E. College Cost-Rise” BG, March 9, 1980, 25.

153“UMass, Boston State Students,” BG, Aug. 23, 1981, 29.
154“New Boston State President,” BG, May 14, 1971, 54; “Is It Time for UMass to Merge?,” BG, Jan. 30,

1975, 22; “Boston State-UMass Merger Official,” BG, July 15, 1981, 13.
155“Merger of Colleges Opposed,” BG, Nov. 21, 1975, 3; “State Colleges Insulted,” BG, Dec. 16 1975, 22.
156“Boston State-UMass Merger Official,” BG, July 15, 1981, 13; “Regents Vote May Cost 387 Their

Jobs,” BG, Aug. 22, 1981, 1.
157“Boston State College Gets Reprieve,” BG, Sept. 4, 1981, 16; “Regents Postpone Boston State Layoffs,”

BG, Nov. 1, 1981, 46.
158“Larger UMass-Boston,” BG, Feb. 7, 1982, 27; “Tuition Will Go Up 17%,” BG, March 10, 1982, 1.
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serving corporations, was that existing private institutions could better serve public
needs. Through their lobbying efforts and alliances with state officials, private school
representatives served on state commissions that authored numerous reports, repeat-
edly rejecting proposals for a state university. When they did offer recommendations
for expanding public resources that were devoted to higher education, they preferred
solutions that channeled public dollars to private institutions, or solutions that part-
nered with or supplemented, but did not compete directly with, existing private col-
leges and universities. In this way, even in the 1960s when, at long last, public higher
education in Massachusetts expanded dramatically, its outer boundaries and internal
features were shaped by the competitive landscape of higher education produced by
private institutions and their allies.

The specific nature of proposed public-private partnerships set early precedents
for many contemporary practices in today’s era of austerity budget cuts, the neoliberal
faith in the private sector, and skepticism about the competence of government.
These include using public funding to pay for private tuition, foreshadowing the
expansion of school vouchers and federal financial aid. Partnerships between local
school committees and private institutions for teacher training laid the early founda-
tions for the subsequent, outsized role of private universities and private training pro-
grams in the professional training of public school teachers. In addition to tuition
subsidies, many early state proposals offered up the use of public facilities to private
boards or companies, presaging the practice of devoting public funds to private enter-
prises, such as charter schools. These early reports also proposed the use of public
facilities for extension and correspondence courses. While the role of distance learn-
ing programs, MOOCs, and other forms of online education are often framed as
cutting-edge innovations, distance learning programs via correspondence date back
to the early twentieth century.159 Finally, even the labor cost-saving practices adopted
in early public-private partnerships foreshadow recent trends. Hiring part-time
instructors to teach one-off courses bears resemblance to the contemporary casuali-
zation of the professoriate by relying on adjuncts with little job security.160

We also gain insight into how key innovations in the American educational land-
scape—financial aid, university extension, and even community colleges—emerged in
Massachusetts as compromises to keep the public sector limited. Rather than stand-
alone proposals to promote access and opportunity, most of these experiments in
Massachusetts were first proposed in reports intended to debunk arguments for a
public university, as alternatives that were cheaper and did not overlap with private-
sector provision. Although historically these innovations did extend many opportu-
nities to students not well served by existing institutions, their origin as “substitutes”
achieved by, in the words of Reverend Berle, “taking the Legislature by the throat,”
points to their more complicated legacy in the politics of higher education.

This history also reveals the consistent power of the private sector to garner public
benefits, through times of both fiscal abundance and fiscal retrenchment. Public

159Steven D. Krause and Charles Lowe, Invasion of the MOOCs: The Promises and Perils of Massive Open
Online Courses (Anderson, SC: Parlor Press, 2014).

160Adrianna Kezar, Tom DePaola, and Daniel T. Scott, The Gig Academy: Mapping Labor in the
Neoliberal University (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2019).
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higher education did expand dramatically in the post-WWII period, in Massachusetts
as well as across the country. However, even during this era, private institutions were
well served by public funding at the state and federal level, receiving large grants and
student aid. Today, despite a powerful neoliberal ideology that celebrates the private
sector and eschews government spending, private institutions continue to rely on gov-
ernment funding and tax exemptions.

The history of public-private competition can therefore also illuminate the broader
significance of private higher education in the United States. In a comparative per-
spective, the United States is characterized by a “partially private” model of higher
education that features high private enrollment and high rates of private financing.161

The historical power of private institutions, which shaped the competitive terrain on
which higher education developed, helps us understand the origin of this mixed
public-private model. It also helps explain the limited growth of free, public higher
education in the US and the extraordinarily high cost of education, even at “public”
institutions. In this regard, the failure of Massachusetts to offer free college is a history
shared with other states, as financing through student tuition and fees became a com-
mon feature of public higher education across the country. The long history of public
support for private institutions and public-private partnerships in Massachusetts is
particularly helpful in understanding the patterns of privatization that have intensi-
fied nationwide in recent decades.

Finally, this history reveals the organized interests that have championed the
expansion of free public higher education for well over a century, and what they
have been up against. In Massachusetts, notably, organized labor played a primary
role in this fight, as did public officials eager to respond to growing educational
demands among working- and middle-class constituencies. Today, at a time of invig-
orated campaigns for college for all, the cancellation of student debt, and labor orga-
nizing among academic workers, the history of prior efforts to fund public higher
education can help us reassess what it will take to make higher education in the
United States a free and truly public good.
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