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Introduction 

 Throughout time, the system of education has provided a conduit to pass down 

knowledge and illustrate how to bring forth change and innovation through higher thinking 

concepts promoted through higher learning (Nika & Popescu, 2014). For centuries the students 

attending colleges and universities represented approximately one percent of their cohort and 

primarily were from wealthy families (Snyder, 1993). In the USA, the G.I. Bill changed higher 

education by providing federal funding for the college education of World War II veterans. The 

veterans altered higher education by approximately doubling the number of students enrolled 

(Snyder, 1993). Not all educators favored the enrollment and curricular changes caused by this 

demographic shift in college and university students. The president of the University of Chicago, 

Robert Hutchins stated that this wave of students from varying educational backgrounds and 

social strata were a threat to American education and would fundamentally change it (Hutchins, 

1944). He was concerned that the career orientation of the returning veterans would cause 

changes to college and university curricula as those institutions competed for the tuition money 

available to the veterans. This post-World War II democratization of higher education by the 

veterans was followed by a rapid increase in college and university enrollments throughout the 

remainder of the 20
th

 century with the percentage of the 18-24 year-old cohort achieving 

bachelor’s degrees rising to approximately 20% by 1990 (Snyder, 1993). This wave of students 

changed how society viewed higher education in a way that affected government funding of 

higher education, changed university policy and procedures, and altered how faculty members 

allocate their time as well as how they approached teaching. 

By 1970, the federal government reduced its proportion of funding higher education and 

by 1990 this proportion was similar to pre-World War II levels. This funding shift left major 
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responsibility of education funding and policy to state legislators (McLendon, Cohen-Vogel, & 

Wachen, 2014).  As state budgets shifted with changing economic conditions through the late 

20
th

 century, state legislators made budgetary decisions that greatly affected university policy 

and programs (Serna, 2013). These shifts in government policy making may have affected areas 

of higher education. These policies have affected many aspects of public university operations, 

such as university funding, program funding, faculty hiring practices, as well as tenure and 

promotion criteria (Bettis, Mills, Williams, & Nolan, 2005). In response to these policy changes, 

faculty members have altered how they allocate their time in relation to teaching and other 

responsibilities (Milem, Berger, & Dey, 2000). Furthermore, it appears that the shift in time 

allocation has resulted in a reduction in the time faculty members devote to instruction, office 

hour availability, and assignment of extended writing assignments and assessments (Bettis, Mills, 

Williams, & Nolan, 2005; Milem, Berger, & Dey, 2000). These changes may be a component in 

the current level of critical thinking skills and dispositions of current university students. Going 

from top to bottom, it will be beneficial to shine a light on the hierarchical effects of government 

policy on higher education. By doing this, the intent is not only to bring attention to the pattern 

of these cascading effects, but to provide suggestions for government policy practices that might 

promote the concern and focus of critical thinking skills in students of higher education. 

Alternate Reasoning Behind the Reduced Critical Thinking Skills of College and University 

Students 

 Although the focus of this paper is a chain of policy decisions that may contribute to 

changes in college students’ critical thinking skills, other factors that have contributed to these 

thinking skill changes need to be acknowledged. One potential factor is the effect of technology 

on how people organize their thinking and solve problems. Carr (2011) reported on the effects of 
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technology, especially the Internet, on society and culture. Although digital technology has led to 

an era of easy access to a wide array of information and to opportunities to participate in social 

conversation around the world, those who oppose the use of the internet as a primary medium of 

content believe it is ushering in a new age of mediocrity and the beginning of the “dumbing 

down” of intelligence (Carr, 2011). Carr (2011) indicates that what people identify as 

information within a set of media content has been altered by the technology used to present the 

content. He quotes Marshall McLuhan who said, “The medium is the message”. In this aphorism 

McLuhan stated that the route the message takes is becoming more important and influential than 

the information itself (Carr, 2011). Thus the abundance of video content and headlines that serve 

as image captions available via digital content providers such as YouTube and Facebook can be 

construed as information, even if there is little to no informative content present. 

 Taking Carr’s perceptions and reiterations of concerns regarding information media; they 

can be applied to a deeper understanding of technology, education, and critical thinking skills. 

Numerous studies have been conducted regarding benefits of use of technology in school settings 

to improve communication and learning, such as Schmid’s (2008) analysis of the potential 

benefits of using multimedia in the classroom. In addition to this research, new segments of 

education have been created and enhanced to allow for education in remote areas or in other 

situations, such as distance education. However, one must especially be aware of the generations 

that are being raised on the foundations of this very technological innovation, such as Generation 

Y and the coming generations (Schmid, 2008). In a recent study, experimenters used subjects 

from different generations to participate in online courses in a health science program. These 

generations included millennials, generation x, and both younger and older baby boomers. 

Millennials, who were found more likely to be digital natives, due to their vast exposure to this 
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type of technology in their lifetime, showed a higher reliance on other students and a poorer 

ability to apply the skills being taught compared to the older generations. The older generations 

showed active participation and being interactive with the websites used for the courses, and 

better skill at knowledge application (Ransdell, Kent, Gaillard-Kenney, & Long, 2011).  

 To relate these results back to the topic of interest, it can be said that the application of 

knowledge in decision-making and/or problem solving can be thought of as a critical thinking 

skill. The ability of those of an older generation to better apply the learned knowledge to a 

general environment outside the context it was taught can be an illustration of their upbringing 

while not being surrounded and supported by this expansive technological innovation which 

provides answers as the click of a button. Those in the more recent generations showed a lower 

ability to apply their knowledge in a general sense and think critically, which may be due to their 

reliance on and acceptance of content provided by the technology to shape their thinking. Thus, 

the differences in how the people in these age cohorts learn is an important aspect of the 

strategies that they used and the ways that they applied their knowledge to decision making and 

problem solving. 

Theories of learning  

  Theories of learning inform how professors instruct college and university students. 

Changing the predominant theory in use changes affects not only the classroom, but in the 

university environment around it (Edgar, 2012). From the 1920s through the time of the 

implementation of the G.I. Bill behaviorist theories were prominent and were associated with 

basic skills, such as reading, writing, and arithmetic, as the major focus of undergraduate 

education. Students also took humanities courses in which they learned to appreciate cultural 

patterns in literature, art, music, science, and history. The academic goal was for the students to 
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connect what they learned with positive experiences so as to be better reinforced in their minds 

and long-term memory.  It was believed that certain stimuli would cause an internal response of 

information presented in the basic areas studied, similar to that of conditioning (Edgar, 2012).  

However, in the mid-1950s, the “space race” era, more learner active theories such as the 

cognitive information processing theory (Ertmer & Newby, 1993) seemed to better describe the 

development of the interaction among physics, computer, engineering, and mathematics skills. In 

that era policy makers came the conclusion that there needed to be restructuring of higher 

education curricula to emphasize contemporary mathematics and engineering content, without 

losing appreciation for traditional materials and learning principles (Edgar, 2012). As technology 

further advanced and economic competition in the free world expanded to global participation, 

an increased strategic focus on “left-brain” analytical processing, and skill advancement, 

particularly associated with STEM has been adopted as a curriculum priority by many in 

government and education leadership positions.  

Recognizing that analytical skills are part of a formative learning process, this focus on 

the formative learning of analytic skills became the priority in order to develop a competitive, 

educated workforce so that higher education graduates in the work force can continue to compete 

and advance economically (Edgar, 2012).  The separation of formative learning during student 

development of concepts and summative learning or the complete development of those concepts 

after a course or series of courses utilizes a sociocultural constructivist theory of learning 

(Pellegrino, Chudowsky, & Glaser, 2001). In higher education, this evolved focus on formative 

and summative learning is now on many course syllabi.  Course curricula are now built on 

defined outcomes and checklists of criteria to be accomplished by students – and faculty – in 

order to meet federal and state criteria (Bettis, Mills, Williams, & Nolan, 2005). 
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 The changing focus of curricula based on theories of learning has occurred within an 

evolving political and organizational hierarchy in higher education. Thus, changes in these 

institutional structures affect faculty behavior. These political and organizational aspects of 

higher education can be understood through the perspective of institutional theory.  

Institutional Theory 

 Throughout the past few decades, government funding of higher education has reduced 

dramatically. These changes have resulted in higher education administrators focusing more on 

financial issues. One consequence of this shift is that universities have required that faculty 

members become more entrepreneurial and fund themselves for approximately 25% of their 

salary. These adaptations within the education community can be understood through the 

perspective of institutional theory.  

 Institutional theory as described by Powell and Colyvas (2008) states that the actions of 

the institution mold the “interests and desires” of the overall institution, thereby influencing the 

actions of the institution itself. The enforced actions, as a result, influence behaviors and their 

persistence, change, or dissolution (Powell & Colyvas, 2008). Thus, each significant action or 

policy creates an environment that spawns subsequent policies. These evolving policies occur at 

multiple levels within the institution so that macro- and micro-institutional effects occur. In the 

larger “macro-institution”, that can be the entire university or statewide university system, the 

administrators and/or governing boards are creating a course of action for those under them to 

follow, which is “recursive and reinforcing” and can not only affect existing policies and 

procedures for colleges and other “micro-institution” organizations within the institution, but 

reframe and create new future methods and structures of organization (Powell & Colyvas, 2008). 

How the course of policies and procedures evolves is not black and white. W. Scott (2004) points 
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out that besides considering the technical work environment, features of the institutional 

environment, including cultural-cognitive, normative, and regulative features are significant 

factors and play an important role in shaping not only the organization’s structure, but their 

future behavior (W. Scott, 2004) 

 Applying institutional theory, or a more descriptive subset called “political institutional 

theory”, to the situation of government policy and the hierarchical chain reveals the fundamental 

aspects of the effects of institutional theory. When a government agency sets or changes a policy, 

the result is the development of new policies and procedures in the affected agencies, such as 

institutions of higher learning; these new developments therefore influence future processes, 

measured outcomes, policies, and procedures in those institutions (Amenta & Ramsey, 2010). 

Thus, when the government sets a certain policy for higher education, the affected colleges and 

universities create new or revised policies. These changes result in a new set of policies and 

procedures that become normal for the institution. Then the current set of policies and 

procedures create new concerns or ideas that can influence further policies, and therefore future 

processes in the institution. 

 However, Burch notes that while these systems, and the mass social and cultural beliefs 

under which they operate, are connected to policy structure, the frameworks of their operations 

can adapt as further policy is implemented (Burch, 2007). Through the interaction between 

government and university administration and their policies, and the further interactions in the 

micro-organizations within the university, the entire organization can adapt and redefine the 

policy frame, leading to further change. These changes can become incorporated into future 

policies and form the basis for future adaptations (Burch, 2007). When implementing this level 
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of theoretical framework, it can be seen how government actions have drawn the higher 

education system into a more financially based model of operation. 

 In the past few decades, the policy management of higher education has been mostly 

from state government with some directives from the federal government. During this time, 

education has also gone from being a topic on the outskirts of public policy demand to one that 

has become central to public policy discussions (Stensaker & Benner, 2013). The results of the 

actions that have followed the predictions of institutional theory have led higher education 

institutions to face shrinking government budgets and increased government scrutiny of 

university policies. These pressures over a series of decades have led to universities to become 

more adapt at shifting their structures and management systems in order to be perceived within 

evolving political environment as more legitimate and innovative, thus preserving their status 

(Stensaker & Norgard, 2001).  By doing this, universities have become places for an 

entrepreneurial mindset and have become akin to corporations for learning (Bettis, Mills, 

Williams, & Nolan, 2005). 

 This entrepreneurial way of thinking has grown in conjunction with cuts in funding by 

the federal and state government agencies, forcing universities, and those who work within them, 

to begin finding alternate sources of funding and adapt their priorities within the education 

system (Stensaker & Benner, 2013). A sub-set concept of institutional theory, called 

isomorphism, can illustrate another process occurring in the higher education system, where a 

subset of the population morphs in order to mimic the actions of other universities in order to 

survive in the conditions present at the time (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Theoretically, this 

occurs so that the group survives through conditions that create a less optimal functional 

environment, as universities have done in response to reduced federal and state funding. In 
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response to the less than ideal environment, universities began looking for private funding 

through grants, endowment raising, and increased student tuition, an idea that became more 

popular when other universities began replicating the practice (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  

 However, by becoming a more entrepreneurial society, which Guerrero & Urbano 

describe as space where entrepreneurship based on knowledge “emerged as a driving force for 

economic growth, employment, and competitiveness in global markets,” has led to some policies 

and procedures that may differ from those classically ascribed to universities (2010). These 

outcomes include the development of multiple techniques for administration and strategies for 

becoming more competitive when compared to the global education spectrum (Antoncic & 

Hisrich, 2001). In addition, due to both the merging and disparity in U.S., structural changes in 

the operations of universities as a result of inter-institution competition, how investors viewed 

these institutions changed (Beckert, 2010). In his revision of institutional isomorphism, Beckert 

quotes Streeck, who pointed out that the states of conflux and discrepancy led state governments 

to make major changes in the structures of their institutions to make them more appealing to 

investors, thereby resulting in an “increased heterogeneity” in the institutional system, making 

each institution more diverse in what they offer, giving each one their own, as Streeck put it, 

“institutional niche” (Beckert, 2010). 

 Although the emergence of the entrepreneurial university has found a way to quickly 

translate knowledge from the university to solve real world problems, it has become a common 

question of what this more financially focused structure is doing to the academic portion of the 

university (Etzkowitz, 2016). With administrators, faculty, and staff searching for alternate 

funding, as well as the university trying to meet the standards that evolve with changing 

government education policies, the importance and relevance of academic standards has been 
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questioned (Etzkowitz, 2016). Going forward with the mindset of government and university 

policy being changed and restructured to meet an economic standard, and the faculty and staff 

allocating their time to meet unforeseen demands, the focus can now shift to the institutions’ 

resource allocations toward classroom activities that can affect critical thinking skills in higher 

education students and how the development of these skills may be affected.  

From Federal Government to State Control 

 Since the Morrill Act of 1862 that created land-grant colleges, the federal and state 

governments in the United States have been involved in public universities and their missions (J. 

Scott, 2006). The federal government has had a profound effect on higher education in the past 

several decades, causing drastic changes in the way education functions (Gladieux, 1995). These 

changes can be seen after the introduction of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (G.I. 

bill) following World War II (Gladieux, 1995). Among other features, the G.I. Bill provided 

funding for men and women who were veterans to attend college (Edgar, 2012; Lebduska, 2014). 

Over time, while G.I. bill funding began to dwindle, new federal government policies began 

providing greater additional funding, especially during the 1950’s, when concerns about the 

advancement of Russia’s space program being a threat to the overall safety of U.S. citizens led to 

the enactment of the National Defense Education Act of 1958 (Edgar, 2012). This act allowed 

federal loans for college students, with the majority of the benefits for those who chose to pursue 

graduate degrees in science and engineering areas, now labeled science, technology, engineering, 

and medicine (STEM) (Gladieux, 1995).  

The 1960s were a time of major federal aid to education, including the Higher Education 

Act (HEA). The passage of the HEA and following events caused the first signs of major distress 

to the budget of higher education (Gladieux, 1995). In the 1970s, changes to the HEA were made. 
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One of these changes was the creation of federal programs to encourage states to provide funding 

for students and universities in higher education (Gladieux, 1995). However, in the late 1970s, 

issues regarding congress’ ability to convince state legislature and banking institutions to lend 

students and universities money for higher education, allowing for benefits to the banks such as 

tying subsidies to changes in bill rates, became a major concern. By the end of the seventies, 

inflation and interest caused the amount federal costs towards education to skyrocket (Gladieux, 

1995).  

Following the seventies, the 1980’s began to see a major source of policy control shift 

from the federal government to the state legislature, who then took over the responsibility of 

University funding, policy decisions, and overseeing systems of funding (McLendon, Cohen-

Vogel, & Wachen, 2014). In the ensuing years, state legislature created merit-based funding, 

savings plans, tuition programs, and a number of other programs and policies in order to stabilize 

higher education funding in an era of less federal government involvement (McLendon & Perna, 

2014). Research has confirmed that due to these policies, many universities began using data in 

the planning of university policies and student services improvement. It was found that these 

state programs influenced a number of policies and practices of universities, findings further 

reinforced in later studies (Tandberg & Hillman, 2014).  

However, at a point in the late eighties, state legislature began to reduce funding 

gradually due to economic troubles (Cheslock & Hughes, 2011). As can be seen in Tables 1, 2, 

and 3, funding in higher education had been seeing shifts in the past several decades, with minor 

growths in federal funding and a reduction in state and local government funding (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 1966, Table 106; National Center for Education Statistics, 1976, 

Table 122; National Center for Education Statistics, 1987, Table 199). The Digest of Educational 
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Statistics reported that in 1963-1964 in Public institutions of higher education, an estimated 

11.2% of revenue came from tuition and fees from students, while 19.1%, 38.8%, and 4.1% of 

revenue came from federal, state, and local governments respectively, as can be seen in Table 1 

(National Center for Education Statistics 1966). By referring to table 2, it can be seen that by 

1973-1974, the percentage of revenue from students increased to 12.9%, while federal, state, and 

local government funding changed to 11.1%, 42.3%, and 5.6% respectively (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 1976). 

 

Table 1. Estimated current-fund income of institutions of higher education, by source and control: United States and 

outlying areas, 1963-64 (National Center for Education Statistics, 1966, table 106). 
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Table 2. Current-fund revenue of institutions of higher education, by control of institution and by sources of 

revenue: United States, 1973-74 (National Center for Education Statistics, 1976, Table 122). 
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Table 3. Current-fund revenue of public institutions of higher education, by source: United States, 1975-76 to 1984-

85 (National Center for Education Statistics, 1987, Table 199). 

Although state and local government contributions to higher education funding continued 

to experience minor growth in the 1980’s after the dramatic increases in the early seventies, 

1993-1994 student tuition and fees accounted for 18.4% of public higher education institution 

revenue, which marked a near 4% increase over the previous decade (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 1996). Federal funding contributed 11% of revenue, a fairly steady funding 

rate over three decades. However, the 1980s-1990s were marked by a decline in state funding to 

public institutions of higher education, and by the 1993-1994 school year, it was reported that 

state-funding revenues had dropped to 35.9% of higher education revenue, roughly 8.4% less 
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than the 44.3% recorded a decade before in 1983-1984 (National Center for Education Statistics, 

1996). Even more declines in government funding occurred from 2002-2012, when state 

financial allocations to public institutions of higher learning declined to an average of 27% of 

public higher education institution revenue across forty-eight of the fifty states (Dunn, 2015). To 

be more specific, by referring to Figure 1, the 2003-2004 year, an estimated 27.67% of public 

higher education institutions’ revenue was supplied by state funding (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2009). By the 2013-2014, while student tuition and fees, federal 

government funding, and local government funding remained within a 3% margin of previously 

reported years, state government funding once again dropped, so as to only make up an estimated 

20.91% of the revenues reported by public institutions of higher education in the 2013-2014 

fiscal school year, as can be seen in Figure 2 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015).  

Figure 1. Sources of total revenue of public degree-granting institutions: 2003-04 (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2009, Figure 16). 
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Figure 2. Percentage distribution of total revenues of public degree-granting postsecondary institutions, by source of 

funds: 2013-14 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015, Figure 17). 

With the decrease in state funding and the steady rate of federal funding, public 

universities therefore needed to look elsewhere for funding, such as private corporations; this 

adaptation required university to adapt their policies in order to survive and to appeal to the 

agenda of these extramural funding sources (Bettis, Mills, Williams, & Nolan, 2005).  

 With university policy makers focusing on the agendas of state legislatures and private 

corporations in order to attain funding, many universities have become more business-like in 

their operations, and are expected to be more efficiently managed so that they create more 

financial gain. These changes have led to the increased demand for credit hours by university 

administrators, increased demands for grant-funded research activity, and the use of adjunct 

professors, graduate students, and part-time faculty to teach classes (Bettis, Mills, Williams, & 

Nolan, 2005). At the same time, due to budget cuts, universities also began changing the 

composition of faculty and changing the criteria for tenure. 
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University Policy Effects on Promotion and Tenure Criteria 

 Due to the decrease of state funding, most public universities have altered their use of the 

funds that come from state governments, grants, and gifts (Serna, 2013). One of the areas 

affected by the issues of funding is tenure criteria and the tenure rate. The concept of tenure, 

which began to take hold in the United States in the earlier half of the 1900’s, came about due to 

three main faculty issues; the lack of academic freedom given to faculty, the lack of faculty job 

security, and low pay for professors (DeFleur, 2007). By allowing faculty members the certainty 

of a job and freedom to complete research, universities became powerhouses of information, 

leading to a greater knowledge in the arts, sciences, business, and humanities (DeFleur, 2007).  

 However, in the past few decades the proportion of faculty members who are tenured has 

gone down. The 1971 edition of the Digest of Educational Statistics, reported by the U.S. 

National Center for Education Statistics, stated that in 1969, 49.6% of faculty were employed as 

regular faculty with tenure in universities, and 43.0% in four-year colleges and 27.2% and 19.6% 

serving as professors respectively (National Center for Education Statistics, 1971). However, in 

recent decades the proportion of tenure-track faculty members at public universities has 

decreased so that tenured faculty members accounted for only 29% of all university faculties in 

the United States in 2011 (Figlio, Schapiro, & Soter, 2015).  It has become more common for 

universities to hire adjunct and part-time faculty, rather than offer tenure-track employment to 

faculty members, as it is more affordable and allows for the creation of more classes (Leslie, 

1998).   

 The rising rate of part-time faculty can once again be seen in the reports of the U.S. 

National Center for Education Statistics, in their 1981 and 2005 editions. In 1981, the Digest of 

Educational Statistics reported that an estimated 350,000 employees of all institutions of higher 
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education in 1969 were working as an instructor or an appointment of a higher level (such as 

assistant or associate professor, or professor) full time. This amounts to a percentage of 

approximately 78% full-time instructors (National Center for Education Statistics, 1981). Only 

100,000 were part-time. Ten years later, in 1979, those labeled as an instructor or higher 

accounted for 451,000, full time (roughly 68.5% of total) (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 1981). 

 By 1989, there were approximately 524,000 full time instructional faculty (63.6%) and 

300,000 part-time. A decade later, in 1999, only 591,000 full time faculty contributed towards 

the number of instructional faculty, accounting to about 57.5% (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2005). However, the number of part-time faculty rose to about 437,000. By 2009, the 

full-time instructional faculty of 729,000 accounted for only 50.7% of all faculty members. 

Whereas the percentage of part-time faculty in 1969 only accounted for roughly 22% of the 

overall instructional faculty, by 1999, this proportion had risen to approximately 42.5%, and 

roughly 49.3% in 2009 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). 

 Due to cuts in programs that promote opportunities for advancement in faculty and staff 

(Carter, 2012), many faculty members now do not meet the requirements to be considered for 

tenure, joining the part-time and adjunct faculty who are not eligible (Leslie, 1998). With the 

changes to their working conditions due to university policy, the pressure to find outside funding 

for research, and the lack of security for their job or the fear of pay cuts, faculty attitudes and 

their allocation of time began to change as a result (Bettis, Mills, Williams, & Nolan, 2005). 

Tenure and Attitudes and Faculty Time Allocation  

 For years, the way in which faculty spent their time in and outside of the classroom has 

been a topic of public discussion, but the actual evaluation of their activities has been rare 
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(Singell, Lillydahl, & Singell, 1996).  Following the passing of the G.I. Bill, faculty mindsets 

were beginning to change and by the end of the 1940s, many changes in college teaching had 

occurred. For example, Lebduska (2014) wrote that the teaching of English composition evolved 

from discussions of grammar and writing on obscure topics to writing that was relevant to the 

interests of the students. These changes were student-centered, as the G.I. Bill had a domino 

effect of faculty becoming more responsive to the ways in which students were learning in some 

classrooms. Faculty adapted their teaching methods and became more willing to create 

individualized academic experiences to honor the veterans in their classrooms (Lebduska, 2014). 

These pedagogical changes were occurring as the university faculty were experiencing increased 

class sizes because of the popularity of the G.I. Bill. Many faculty members were overworked 

due to the sudden and large increase in the number of students; but they felt it was their patriotic 

duty to honor the service of the veterans in their classrooms (Lebduska, 2014).  

In addition, the criteria used for granting tenure to faculty members has changed over the 

past fifty years. In 1968 Wilcox (1973) surveyed over 300 college and university English 

departments concerning their policies and procedures. In the area of tenure Wilcox found that 

only 35.4 percent of the English departments used written scholarship as a primary or secondary 

tenure criterion, with teaching performance as the primary criterion. However, another survey of 

English departments in 2006 found that over 75% indicated that written scholarship was a 

primary criterion for earning tenure (MLA, 2006). Thus, teaching has lost a central role in tenure 

decisions concerning faculty members. 

 However, as time went on, state governments increased their influence over university 

policy and reduced their funding of universities, leading to major issues in resource allocation 

(McLendon, Cohen-Vogel, & Wachen, 2014). When universities responded by cutting programs 
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and funding to certain aspects of the university, faculty policies such as tenure were affected. 

Universities also supported faculty to participate in research, but encourage them to do so by 

means of grant funding (Bettis, Mills, Williams, & Nolan, 2005). This led to an increase in the 

time faculty allocated for research. Another factor that encouraged additional research was the 

desire for middle and lower level institutions of higher education to mirror the actions of 

universities that are higher ranked in order to gain higher status and federal grant money (Milem, 

Berger, & Dey, 2000).  

 At the same time, due to the increased pressures to generate outside funding via private 

and federal grants to support research activities, course loads for tenure-track faculty members 

were becoming lighter. Many full time faculties increased the time invested in research and 

creative activities. In order to have the extra time to devote to research and creative activities, 

these faculty members spent less time advising students, assigning long papers, and assessing 

students via essay exams, as many felt that their research would have greater weight when being 

reviewed in the process of attaining tenure (Bettis, Mills, Williams, & Nolan, 2005; Milem, 

Berger, & Dey, 2000). With many faculty members using an increased proportion of their work 

time for research, the time spent towards prepping for class, meeting with students, and grading 

versus that of research or outside consulting greatly reduced (Massy & Zemsky, 1994). However, 

due to the re-structuring of college curriculum in response to new university policies, as well as 

trying to please the university’s expectation of research, many professors felt confused as to what 

was expected of them, even when it came to course material, as they felt that their institution of 

higher learning was becoming a tightly-controlled corporation (Bettis, Mills, Williams, & Nolan, 

2005). Overall, with the reduction in time focused towards lesson planning, meeting with 
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students, and enforcing in depth thinking, there is bound to be an effect on the students and their 

learning of the class material and their ability to think critically.  

Critical Thinking as an Academic Skill/Disposition 

The ability to think critically and analyze a situation is an aspect of being human. The 

human mind allows thinking that goes beyond the here and now and looks into the future and 

learns from the past, and analyze what is going on in a manner more that is more thorough than 

exhibited by other species, even other primates. Plato stated that humans attain knowledge by 

thinking through their ideas and finding reason through deep thinking about their thoughts and 

actions (Edgar, 2012). This process can be thought of as a form of critical thinking. Critical 

thinking has been defined as the mental processing and strategic planning that helps one solve 

problems, learn, make advanced decisions, and apply the knowledge (Lipman, 1987).  

The ability to think critically is dependent on some aspects of lifestyle and can be 

affected by the quality and quantity of schooling from the moment one begins learning in the 

school environment to the time life begins outside education (Nika & Popescu, 2014). The 

honing of critical thinking skills and dispositions is now imperative to the functioning of the 

modern economic world and many places of work are looking for college graduates who have 

the critical thinking skills that can help them solve real world issues that may be experienced in 

the growing economic world and be able to adapt to the economy’s ever changing trends (Smith 

& Stitts, 2013). In order to be able to have the ability to think on one’s feet to face the 

competitive environment and complex organizational problems that the real world faces (Smith 

& Stitts, 2013), places of higher learning must make sure that they are incorporating aspects of 

critical thinking into every day curriculum (Nika & Popescu, 2014).  
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How schools incorporate this skill and to the extent they incorporate the ability and the 

outcomes of this learning environment emphasizes their perception of the importance of the 

numerous policies that are being designed to heighten the qualitative aspects of the schools (Nika 

& Popescu, 2014). It therefore depends on the policies universities make that influence 

professors to create lesson plans that incorporate deep thinking, which has experienced a loss in 

time preparation due to previous university policies in response to state legislature.  

Faculty Time Allocation, Tenure, and Critical Thinking 

 As previously mentioned, critical thinking is vital to success as not only a community, 

but as a species as well. However, critical thinking is becoming more of an anomaly than a 

standard in higher education. According to Smith & Stitts (2013), reports from the 2000’s stated 

that there are “deficiencies among graduates in communication and critical thinking skills” and 

that the long-term application of this knowledge is becoming more rare (Smith & Stitts, 2013). 

The thinking skills of college and university students have been in decline for many decades now 

(Massy & Zemsky, 1994), This trend appears to have begun when universities accommodated to 

the boom in college attendance following the G.I. Bill and the parallel broadening of 

socioeconomic communities who were admitted into the expanding public universities 

(Lebduska, 2014). The decline of critical thinking ability, as seen through assessments, has also 

been attributed to the shifts in university policies, which caused changes in tenure and faculty 

time allocation. 

 As mentioned earlier, the reduction in tenure rates has led to shifts in the composition of 

university faculty. This, in turn, had an effect on the teaching of critical thinking in the classroom. 

In his analysis of tenure, academic freedom, and critical thinking, Stancato (2000) references 

Scriven’s 1985 publication, stating that many professors are reluctant to engage in critical 
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thinking on certain topics, as these topics can be controversial, but would facilitate critical 

thinking skills by evaluating the events that are influencing the everyday lives of their students. 

This reluctance stems from the lack of protection professors who are non-tenured face, fearing 

the chance of being dismissed (Stancato, 2000). The professors who wish to facilitate the ability 

to analyze current issues or other factors of the lives of their students feel that without the sense 

of security, they must only analyze socially acceptable topics, avoiding controversy. However, 

many professors believe that this takes away from the student’s chance to learn and defend both 

sides of an argument (Stancato, 2000).  

 At the same time, the reduced time spent by faculty on developing class discussions and 

materials as a response to changes in university policy and tenure changes has led to changes in 

critical thinking ability (Massy & Zemsky, 1994). Many faculty members are spending an 

increasingly large amount of time on research as years pass, but this increase in research has led 

to a reduction in the amount of time spent on assignments and assessments that might help 

develop critical thinking skills, as well as the time allowed for teacher-student interactions such 

as mentoring (Milem, Berger, & Dey, 2000). Thus, faculty time allocation has been attributed as 

one of multiple factors in the reduction in critical thinking ability of students (Massy & Zemsky, 

1994).  

Limitations of the Current Paper 

 A limitation of this paper includes the near absence of research currently occurring in the 

United States about government policy on the retention, application, or understanding of material. 

While there are existing reports and studies on the effect of government policy on university 

policy, university policy on teacher attitudes, and teaching methods on critical thinking, there are 
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few studies or reports that draw conclusions on the effects of the United States federal and state 

policy decisions on student comprehension and critical thinking ability. 

 Although this combination of factors may be important in changing of student’s critical 

thinking skills, there are still other factors present that may or may not be accounted for. 

Future Policy Change: A Brighter Outlook for the Coming Generations? 

 Per the concept of the Institutional Theory, changes to the system and its procedures are 

bound to change due to the nature of the institution. Institutional Theory, as previously described, 

is a molded by the interests of the institution and the actions of the institution influence further 

actions, such as behaviors, and lead to reframing or the enactment of newer policies and future 

methods of organization and function (Powell & Colyvas, 2008). It is the policy aspect of 

Institutional Theory that will have the greatest impact throughout the hierarchical chain from 

Government down to the universities, which leads to the proposition of new policies to not only 

benefit the universities and faculty, ones that, in the end, improve critical thinking ability in 

college students. These types of policies benefiting critical thinking are necessary, as critical 

thinking is imperative to the functioning of the modern economic world (Smith & Stitts, 2013). 

 One possible government policy action that could be taken could be funding centered. In 

their 2013 study on the effect of the great recession on higher education, Barr and Turner stated 

that the Great Recession brought about huge changes between 2007 and 2010 in higher education, 

one of the biggest being funding (Barr & Turner, 2013). While the amounts of Pell Grants and 

tuition tax credits from the federal government rose, it was noted that state financing of higher 

education did not plateau or rise after the recession, but continued to fall. Some are optimistic 

that there will be a return to the funding rates present before 2008, as there have been economic 

crashes in the United States’ previous history followed by times of prosperity, but there are many 
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“economic commentators” that do not believe that state funding rates will ever return to their 

pre-2008 conditions (Barr & Turner, 2013). 

 In conjunction with the decrease of state government support for higher education, many 

policy makers are also looking to make sure that any investment is worth the risk of funding. 

Therefore, policies focusing on efforts in regulation of education have increased and are 

producing lower graduation rates and education testing results (Barrow, Brock, & Rouse, 2013). 

The result of these newer policies is new ways of financing higher education institutions that 

focus on a numerically based definition of the quality of schooling and a call for standardized 

assessments, as well as new technology development and implementation within the universities 

to cut costs, while also providing effective schooling (Barrow, Brock, & Rouse, 2013). However, 

researchers warn that while these methods of integrating technology to help with instruction help 

cut costs in providing higher education, the increasing reliance on technology in lectures may not 

lead to the envisioned “dramatic cost reduction without compromising quality,” (Barrow, Brock, 

& Rouse, 2013). The suggestions of the researchers to the policy makers is to begin to discover 

alternative policies to not only decrease cost, but increase productivity and maintain or increase 

quality of teaching and learning (Barrow, Brock, & Rouse, 2013). 

Final Discussion 

 Government policy, since the 1940’s, has created changes in public university funding 

that has resulted in changes in university policies that have resulted in pedagogical shifts that 

have affected the outcome of education. With priorities changing and new policies going into 

effect, faculty have less time to interact with students and employ assessment techniques that 

minimize the time spent so that they can spend their time on the research and grants that the 

university administrations value and reward. This domino effect of government and university 
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policies has had the unintended consequence of disenchanting faculty and leading them to spend 

their time conducting projects, rather than creating course material that enforces deep though, 

therefore leading to the overall decrease of critical thinking, the mental and strategic planning 

ability that helps individuals solve problems, learn, make advanced decisions, and apply their 

knowledge (Lipman, 1987). This decreased ability to think critically has been seen in more 

universities and graduates today, despite its essential role in the survival of current society in the 

working world (Smith & Stitts, 2013).  

Without critical thinking being taught in a majority in higher education learning 

environments, it can be predicted that the state of the future economy and society is less 

predictable, as fewer students are graduating with the ability to think critically in real world 

situations and apply knowledge to outside factors. In order to improve critical thinking skills, 

government policy needs to be enacted with greater forethought, so as to deduce possible effects 

on not only the universities and their policies, but the chain reaction that these policies may 

create on the individuals within the universities, and the general effect it has on the students and 

their ability to think critically.  
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