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Academic Drift, Mission Drift, “Striving”
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Conceptualizing academic drift
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Burgess, T. (1970). Policy and practice: The colleges of advanced technology. Penguin Press. 
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Conceptualizing academic drift
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“the informed view 
remains…[that] in the medium to 
longer term academic drift is 
inevitable”

Tight, M. (2015). Theory development and application in higher education research: The case of academic drift. Journal of Educational Administration and History, 
47(1), 84–99. 
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Conceptualizing academic drift
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Kraatz, M. S., & Block, E. S. (2008). Organizational implications of institutional pluralism. In The Sage handbook 
of organizational institutionalism (1st ed., Vol. 840, pp. 243–275).
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Kraatz, M. S., & Block, E. S. (2008). Organizational implications of institutional pluralism. In The Sage handbook 
of organizational institutionalism (1st ed., Vol. 840, pp. 243–275).
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Conceptualizing academic drift
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Warshaw, J. B., McNaughtan, J., & DeMonbrun, M. (2019). Between Two Fields: US Public Master’s Institutions 
— Striving for Prestige or Equity? Higher Education Policy.
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Conceptualizing academic drift
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Orphan, C. M. (2020). Not All Regional Public Universities Strive for Prestige: Examining and Strengthening 
Mission‐Centeredness Within a Vital Sector. New Directions for Higher Education, 2020(190), 9–24. 
Gonzales, L. D. (2013). Faculty Sensemaking and Mission Creep: Interrogating Institutionalized Ways of Knowing 
and Doing Legitimacy. The Review of Higher Education, 36(2), 179–209. 
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Academic drift: Unanswered questions
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Field-level dynamics? 
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Academic drift: Unanswered questions

Field-level dynamics? 

“Prestige is to higher education as profit is to 
corporations”?

14

Toma, J. D. (2012). Institutional Strategy. In M. N. Bastedo (Ed.), The Organization of Higher Education: Managing Colleges for a New Era (pp. 118–159). JHU Press.
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Methodology: Interpretive case study
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The Origins and Evolution of 
Academic Drift at the California 

State University, 1960-2005
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Documentary Sources

•California State Archives
•California State University Archives
•California Postsecondary Education Commission Website
•California Digital Newspaper Collection (UC Riverside)
•ProQuest 

Interviews/Oral Histories
•University of California, Bancroft Library (archived) 
•Original interviews: 21 interviews, 82 minutes (median), 30 hours (total)

Archival and original sources
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Academic Drift within the CSUs: A Summary
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Academic Drift within the CSUs: A Summary
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Identity threat/recognition  academic drift
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Academic Drift within the CSUs: A Summary
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Identity threat/recognition  academic drift

Dynamics of contestation, evolution over time
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1960

1972 1990

2005

1960-1972: From state 
college to university

1972-1990s: “A 
complicated university”

1998-2005: 
Audiology & the Ed.D.

1998
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Public Colleges
(“Segments”)

University of 
California (“UC”)

California State 
Colleges

California 
Community 
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1960 Donahoe Act, California State Education Code § 22500-22705 (1960). https://oac.cdlib.org/view?docId=hb5b69n9fm&brand=oac4&doc.view=entire_text

https://oac.cdlib.org/view?docId=hb5b69n9fm&brand=oac4&doc.view=entire_text
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1960-1972: From state college to university
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1960 Donahoe Act, California State Education Code § 22500-22705 (1960). https://oac.cdlib.org/view?docId=hb5b69n9fm&brand=oac4&doc.view=entire_text

https://oac.cdlib.org/view?docId=hb5b69n9fm&brand=oac4&doc.view=entire_text
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Trombley, W. (1966, November 13). Master Plan Discrimination Against State Colleges Charged. Los Angeles Times, H1, 5.
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1960-1972: From state college to university
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Trombley, W. (1972, April 5). 13 Colleges Due to Be Renamed Universities: New Status Will Stem From Criteria OKd by State Panel. Los Angeles Times, c1.
Greenwood, N. (1973, January 21). What’s in a Name? Plenty, Schools Say. Los Angeles Times (1923-1995), 3.
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1972-1990s: “A complicated university”
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1972-1990s: “A complicated university”
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Santa Cruz Sentinel. (1985, November 15). Cal State to offer doctoral degrees. Santa Cruz Sentinel, A-17. California Digital Newspaper Collection, Center for 
Bibliographic Studies and Research, University of California, Riverside.
Savage, D. G. (1985, November 14). Cal State Plan Could Ignite Turf War: Might Offer Doctorates in Competition With UC, Other Schools. Los Angeles Times, 3, 33.
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1972-1990s: “A complicated university”
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Roark, A. C. (1985, November 29). Doctorate Plan Finds Foes Within CSU System. Los Angeles Times, a3.
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1972-1990s: “A complicated university”

30

Roark, A. C. (1985, November 29). Doctorate Plan Finds Foes Within CSU System. Los Angeles Times, a3.
Reynolds, W. A. (2004, August 19). Transcript of Interview with Donald R. Gerth (D. R. Gerth, Interviewer; Box 69-05) [Interview]. California State University Archives, 
Inventory of the Donald R. Gerth Papers, 1946-2000.

“I’m just really sorry. I still think that 
being able to offer a doctorate is a 
normal function of any complicated 
university, any sophisticated university, 
which CSU is” 
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1972-1990s: “A complicated university”
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California Postsecondary Education Commission. (1987). The Doctorate in Education: Issues of Supply and Demand in California (No. 87–11). California Postsecondary 
Education Commission.
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1998-2005: Audiology and the Ed.D. 
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1998-2005: Audiology and the Ed.D. 
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Kerr, C. (2001, April 4). Letter to Alpert [Letter to Dede Alpert]. https://www.ucop.edu/acadinit/mastplan/edd/kerralpert.pdf

https://www.ucop.edu/acadinit/mastplan/edd/kerralpert.pdf
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1998-2005: Audiology and the Ed.D. 

36

Kerr, C. (2001, April 4). Letter to Alpert [Letter to Dede Alpert]. https://www.ucop.edu/acadinit/mastplan/edd/kerralpert.pdf

“Approval of an independent CSU doctorate 
would be a major example of ‘mission creep’ 
[…] Once set in motion, mission creep is nearly 
impossible to reverse. It has cost taxpayers in 
most states millions of dollars because it has 
generated unproductive competition, 
overbuilding, and duplication of effort in public 
higher education systems around the country”

https://www.ucop.edu/acadinit/mastplan/edd/kerralpert.pdf
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1998-2005: Audiology and the Ed.D. 
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1998-2005: Audiology and the Ed.D. 
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1998-2005: Audiology and the Ed.D. 
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“People said, "well, why do you care so 
much about this [Audiology]? It's just a 
little thing, a little topic over here. Your 
people really haven't been all that 
interested in this anyway, they won't do 
it, why are you so [against it]?" It was a 
difficult argument to make as to why they 
should not be able to do this.” 
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1998-2005: Audiology and the Ed.D. 

40

“[That was] a pure read of the votes and 
the politics…members of the committee 
were persuaded about the K-12 and 
community college need. Audiology was 
not as prevalent in their mind. And it was 
Jack and Charlie’s read that we needed 
to focus on education”
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1998-2005: Audiology and the Ed.D. 
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Simoes, E. (2006, March 6). CSU Doctorate in Master Plan. The Daily Titan, 1, 3. California Digital Newspaper Collection, Center for Bibliographic Studies and Research, 
University of California, Riverside.
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The Origins of Academic Drift

42

Kraatz, M. S., & Block, E. S. (2008). Organizational implications of institutional pluralism. In The Sage handbook 
of organizational institutionalism (1st ed., Vol. 840, pp. 243–275).



43Title | Date

The Origins of Academic Drift: Identity Threat

43

Warshaw, J. B., McNaughtan, J., & DeMonbrun, M. (2019). Between Two Fields: US Public Master’s Institutions 
— Striving for Prestige or Equity? Higher Education Policy.

Who we think we are

Who they think we are
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Academic Drift: Summary

Contested, contingent, non-linear as a phenomenon

44



45Title | Date

Academic Drift: Summary

Contested, contingent, non-linear phenomenon

Time is an important “variable” 
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Academic Drift: Summary

Contested, political, non-linear phenomenon

Time is an important “variable”! 

Processual disaggregation? 
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Thank you! 

Email: amal_kumar@g.harvard.edu
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