
TO LIFT THE LEADEN-EYED: ERNEST
BOYER’S CAREER IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Item Type Dissertation

Authors Moser, Drew

Publisher Indiana State University

Download date 23/05/2023 21:18:15

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10484/12579

http://hdl.handle.net/10484/12579


TO LIFT THE LEADEN-EYED: 

ERNEST BOYER’S CAREER IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

_______________________ 

A Dissertation 

Presented to 

The College of Graduate and Professional Studies 

Department of Educational Leadership 

Indiana State University 

Terre Haute, Indiana 

______________________ 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree 

Doctor of Philosophy 

_______________________ 

by 

Drew Moser 

December 2013 

 Drew Moser July 2013 

 

Keywords: Ernest Boyer, higher education, scholarship, Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching, scholarship reconsidered 

 



i 

 

 

 

COMMITTEE MEMBERS 

Committee Chair: Kandace H. Hinton, Ph.D. 

 Associate Professor of Educational Leadership  

 Indiana State University 

Committee Member: Mary Howard-Hamilton, Ed.D. 

 Raleigh Holmstedt Distinguished Professor of Educational Leadership 

 Indiana State University 

Committee Member: Tim Herrmann, Ph.D. 

 Professor of Higher Education and Student Development 

 Taylor University 

 

 

  



ii 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

This study examined Ernest L. Boyer’s life (1928-1995), career, and influence on higher 

education.  Scholar, administrator, education reformer, devoted Christian, husband and parent, 

Boyer was acknowledged by some as one of the most influential leaders in higher education of 

the twentieth century (Bradley & Smith, 1995; Carnegie Foundation, 1996; Coye, 1997, Reid-

Wallace, n.d.).  Ernest Boyer held prominent positions of educational leadership spanning three 

decades.  As former chancellor of the State University of New York System (1971-1977), United 

States Commissioner of Education during the Carter administration (1977-1979), and President 

of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (1979-1995), Boyer’s career was 

devoted to public education in America, yet little scholarship has focused on the historical 

impact of his influence, especially in the context of higher education.    
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Let not young souls be smothered out before 

They do quaint deeds and fully flaunt their pride. 

It is the world's one crime its babes grow dull, 

Its poor are ox-like, limp and leaden-eyed. 

Not that they starve; but starve so dreamlessly, 

Not that they sow, but that they seldom reap, 

Not that they serve, but have no gods to serve, 

Not that they die, but that they die like sheep. 

Vachel Lindsay (1914, p. 65) 

 

This study examined Ernest L. Boyer’s life (1928-1995), career, and influence on higher 

education.  Scholar, administrator, education reformer, devoted Christian, husband, and parent, 

Boyer was acknowledged by some as one of the most influential leaders in higher education of 

the twentieth century (Bradley & Smith, 1995; Carnegie Foundation, 1996; Coye, 1997, Reid-

Wallace, n.d.).  Ernest Boyer held prominent positions of educational leadership spanning three 

decades.  As former chancellor of the State University of New York (SUNY) System (1971-

1977), United States Commissioner of Education during the Carter administration (1977-1979), 

and President of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (1979-1995), 

Boyer’s career was devoted to public education in America.  Yet little scholarship has focused on 

the historical impact of his influence, especially in the context of higher education.    
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Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the critical events of Ernest Boyer’s life and 

career in higher education.  Primarily, it focused on two significant periods of his life: his 

administrative tenure with SUNY (1965-1977) and his presidency of the Carnegie Foundation 

for the Advancement of Teaching (1979-1995).  His tenure at SUNY and the Carnegie 

Foundation were his most influential roles.  At the age of 42, Boyer took the helm of the SUNY 

system, the largest, most complex state university system in United States.  While leading the 

system through tenuous economic times, Boyer brought innovations that became prototypes 

nationwide.  These innovations included the introduction of a three-year bachelor’s of arts degree 

for high ability students and the founding of Empire State College, a campus-less institution 

devoted to degree completion for non-traditional undergraduates.  While at the Carnegie 

Foundation, Boyer embarked on a comprehensive research agenda spanning education from 

preschool through college, publishing what are now considered germinal reports on education in 

America. Boyer was a champion for equitable, excellent education in America.   

Significance of the Study 

This study provided insight into the experiences and thoughts of an influential American 

higher education leader and illuminated critical higher education events in the 20th century.  In 

addition, the study contributed to the literature on exemplary leadership in American higher 

education policy and practice in such a way that higher education leaders may find inspiration 

from and solutions to pressing issues facing higher education in the 21st.  At this point, no 

biographical dissertations have been written on Ernest Boyer’s career in higher education.  Thus, 

it fills a significant gap in the literature while providing insights into exemplary leadership in 

higher education.  
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Life history studies arise from guiding questions that pique one’s initial interest (Denzin, 

1989).  This study emerged out of a deep interest in a prominent, influential leader.  The 

questions that follow were formative in setting a trajectory of research.  Good questions do not 

lend themselves to simple answers.  Rather, they open up new possibilities for inquiry.  At the 

advent of this study, the following questions formed the initial premise of research. 

Guiding Research Questions 

1. What were the critical events, influences, roles, and experiences in Ernest Boyer’s life, 

and how did they inform his career in higher education?   

2. How did Boyer synthesize his private higher education pedigree and his religious views 

with his very public role in higher education? 

Interest in Topic 

My interest in this topic grew from personal experience.  My father, a first-generation 

college student, utilized higher education’s potential by leaving his small family pig farm to 

study animal science at a land-grant institution.  I grew up with an appreciation for higher 

education and saw its benefits firsthand.  Similar to Boyer, I attended a private Christian college.  

I found Boyer’s vision for equitable, quality higher education compelling.  I am intrigued by a 

man who attended a private religious college and then spent a life in service to public higher 

education. As a higher education administrator and scholar, I see Boyer as an exemplary leader 

deserving study.  This study was informed by these experiences as a Christian higher education 

undergraduate student, as a graduate student at a publicly funded university, and as a higher 

education administrator.   
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Several themes and questions were embedded in this study to reflect a concern for a 

deeper understanding of people of faith in the public square, issues of educational access, and the 

place of service in the educational journey.  Among these questions are 

 How do spirituality and religion inform an educational vision for the common good?  

 How can the recent quest for faculty and student engagement in higher education connect 

to Boyer’s thought, career, and legacy?  

As an individual who has personally benefitted from what public and private higher education 

have to offer, I have questions remaining regarding the connections between religion, service, 

and the public square in American higher education.  

Outline of Study 

This dissertation consisted of seven chapters. Chapters 2-7 illuminate critical events, or 

turning points, in Ernest Boyer’s life and career.  I have focused on these points as they reveal 

how Boyer’s life and career were shaped.  According to Denzin (1989), “these moments leave 

permanent marks” (p. 22).  Chapter 2 surveys the literature as it relates to the broad landscape of 

higher education during Boyer’s life, specifically highlighting critical events and policies that led 

to the unique era in American higher education (1960-1980) known as The Great Transformation 

(Kerr, 1991).  Additionally, exploration of the history of the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching (Carnegie Foundation) and its leaders will yield a deeper 

understanding of the context in which Boyer led.  Understanding the development of American 

higher education during Boyer’s life provides a framework to understand more effectively and 

analyze Boyer’s career in higher education.  Chapter 3 outlines the study’s methodological 

approach, including methods employed in both historical and social science research. In chapter 

3, I also explain how I collected data was collected for the study. Chapter 4 explores Boyer’s 
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early life, the development of his Christian faith, and his primary influences during his formative 

years. It also explores his formal education and identifies key individuals and events that shaped 

his young adulthood and his chosen career.  His undergraduate education at two Christian 

colleges (Messiah and Greenville) are explored, and his graduate studies at the University of 

Southern California are examined to observe how his diverse educational pedigree influenced 

Boyer as a scholar and leader. This chapter concludes with Boyer’s early posts as a professor and 

administrator in the western United States.  

Chapter 5 focuses on Boyer’s years at SUNY (1965-1977), his appointment as United 

States Commissioner of Education (1977-1979), and his presidential role at the Carnegie 

Foundation (1979-1995).  Beginning with his rise as an administrator of the largest, most 

complex state university system in the country, this chapter will chronicle his triumphs and his 

struggles.  While serving at SUNY, Boyer became a national figure, and his influence soon grew 

beyond the borders of the state of New York.  This led to his appointment by President Carter as 

United States Commissioner of Education (1977-1979), a post where his leadership and policies 

had a national scope.   

The 1960s and 1970s were tumultuous times in America and institutions of American 

higher education.  Student activism created a tempest of violence and unrest on the American 

college campus. Boyer’s leadership and poise during these critical moments in U.S. history will 

be explored.  While President of the Carnegie Foundation, Boyer was also a Senior Fellow of the 

Woodrow Wilson School at Princeton University (1985-1990).  These two positions launched 

Boyer’s influence as an educational leader from a national level to an international scale as he 

contributed to global thinking on education through initiatives with the People’s Republic of 

China and the Soviet Union.   
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Chapter 6 explores the development and impact of Boyer’s view of scholarship.  

Arguably his most influential work, Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the Professoriate 

(Boyer, 1990a) introduced a new paradigm for considering scholarship. Seeking to transcend the 

traditional interpretation of scholarship as simply published, Boyer expanded scholarship to 

include four domains: application, discovery, integration, and teaching. Boyer placed these four 

domains underneath the umbrella of the scholarship of engagement. This collective view of 

scholarship has remained a significant part of the national conversation on scholarship in 

America (Bruns, Conklin, Write, et al, 2003; Glassick, 2000; Estes, 1996, Simpson, 2000).  

Chapter 7 concludes the study through Boyer’s final years at the Carnegie Foundation for 

the Advancement of Teaching. It discusses key themes in Boyer’s life and career in higher 

education.  Additionally, implications for present leaders in higher education are offered.  

Boyer’s legacy are discussed, and present and future implications for higher education are 

explored. Limitations of the study are explored.  

Summary 

This chapter introduced the reader to Ernest L. Boyer and described the purpose of the 

study, insights, and accomplishments of Boyer’s life, guiding research questions, significance of 

the study, limitations, and my personal interest in the topic.  Ernest Boyer’s career has had such a 

sweeping influence that he is broadly recognized broadly, yet rarely in depth.  He is recognized 

as an educational leader, yet few understand the influence Boyer’s educational reform has had on 

American higher education (Lehr, 2012).  His visionary leadership, servant’s heart, tireless work 

ethic, and bright mind left an indelible mark on American higher education (Bradley & Smith, 

1995; Carnegie Foundation, 1996; Coye, 1997, Reid-Wallace, n.d.).  This study will provide 

insight and analysis on the career of Ernest Boyer in higher education.  Boyer lived his life truly 
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as a servant for the common good of educating America. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THE GREAT TRANSFORMATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

In order to explore Ernest L. Boyer’s life (1928-1995), career, and influence on higher 

education, it is helpful to examine the historical development of higher education and higher 

education administration in the U.S.  What historical factors contributed to a landscape of 20
th

 

century higher education in which Boyer has been acknowledged by some as one of its most 

influential leaders (Bradley & Smith, 1995; Carnegie Foundation, 1996; Coye, 1997, Reid-

Wallace, n.d.)?  Given his prominent positions of leadership and the lack of scholarship on the 

historical impact of Boyer’s influence, an exploration of prior research on Boyer and the 

historical development of higher education in America will provide context for his career.  

This chapter provides a survey of the previous research conducted on Ernest Boyer’s 

career in higher education. It also explores servant leadership and faith development as a 

theoretical lens through which to understand Boyer’s career. Next, this chapter examines the 

accomplishments of Ernest Boyer and survey the landscape of American Higher Education in the 

1960s-1990s, specifically highlighting critical events and policies.  Understanding the 

development of American higher education during Boyer’s life will provide a framework to 

understand and more effectively analyze Boyer’s career in higher education.   

Boyer’s career started amid what Thelin (2004) referred to as American higher 

education’s golden age (1945-1970). It ended in a much more tarnished state (Kerr, 1991).  Clark 
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Kerr referred to the three decades (1960s-1980s) spanning the bulk of Boyer’s tenure at SUNY 

and the Carnegie Foundation as the Great Transformation in higher education. He explored this 

Great Transformation through an estates view of higher education institutions. Pre-revolutionary 

France was an estate society consisting of nobility, clerics, and commoners. Higher education 

institutions, according to Kerr (1991), were composed of four main estates: administration, 

faculty, students, and external authorities. The first three estates guide this chapter’s survey of 

American higher education.  

The origins of higher education administration are considered as the first generation of 

university presidents paved the way for the Carnegie generation, a powerful administrative class 

that sought to reform a burgeoning higher education system (Lagemann, 1983). Implications for 

faculty during this tumultuous time are explored, and the evolution of the college student during 

this Great Transformation is considered.  

Previous Research on Ernest Boyer’s Career 

Previous biographical literature (Jacobsen, 2000; Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching, 1996) have either explored Boyer as a man of faith or Boyer as an 

educational leader.  More recently, Lehr (2012) conducted a biographical study of Boyer’s early 

life and the impact on his views on general education. The majority of theses or dissertations on 

Boyer have primarily focused on one of Boyer’s four domains of scholarship—application, 

discovery, integration, and teaching (Baker, 2001; Creighton, 2006; Fester, 2009; Wade, 2008)—

or campus community (Byrd, 2007).   

Boyer has received much credit in previous research for his work in developing a 

scholarship of engagement within higher education. Creighton (2006) conducted a study on 

developing common civic engagement indicators between leaders in higher education institutions 
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and community organizers.  He credited Ernest Boyer, among others, for the advocacy of a 

“more engaged modern university (Creighton, 2006, p. 32)” He continued, “Boyer started the 

dialogue in higher education about civic engagement that exploded in following years” 

(Creighton, 2006, p. 32). Boyer (1990a) achieved what others had not: engagement in higher 

education that was firmly rooted in a broadened view of scholarship. This paradigmatic shift has 

implications for faculty, especially on the tenure track. Boyer is credited for creating a new 

scholarly perspective. Baker (2001) studied the value that institutions place on the scholarship of 

engagement in the tenure review process.  Wade (2008) devoted her dissertation research to 

exploring how and why faculty participate in the scholarship of engagement, crediting Boyer’s 

Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the Professoriate (1990a) with laying the groundwork 

for current calls to action in university engagement.  

Research has been conducted on the intersection of engagement and rhetoric within 

higher education. Fester (2009) wrote, “External pressures on the university make discussion of 

rhetoric and engagement, both of which deal directly with knowledge that grows out of 

scholarship as it guides practice and service, timely and necessary” (p. iii). She credited Boyer 

with working to bridge the gap between community and academy.  

Boyer’s impact has also been felt beyond the realm of the faculty. His model of campus 

community outlined in the Carnegie Foundation (1990) report Campus Life: In Search of 

Community has been applied to sociological research on colleges and universities. According to 

Byrd (2007), Boyer “blazed a trail of enormous proportions” (p. 6) in higher education, 

compelling further scholarly work in campus community. Byrd utilized Boyer’s model of 

campus community and its six sub-sections (purposeful, open, just, disciplined, caring, and 

celebrative) to frame a quantitative study utilizing data from the College and University 
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Community Inventory to explore campus community at institutions in the mid-Atlantic states.  

Theoretical Framework  

The theoretical framework of servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1991) served as a helpful 

lens to explore critical events in Boyer’s life and career.  Within a servant leadership model, the 

leader is servant first. It is through serving one makes a conscious choice to aspire to leadership.  

This theory differentiates from other models as it highlights the servant nature of the leader.  

Other individuals’ highest priority needs are served before the desires of the leader.  When this 

occurs, others will respond to leaders because they are proven and trusted as servants (Greenleaf, 

2002). 

Greenleaf’s views on servant leadership were initially inspired by reading Herman 

Hesse’s Journey to the East (1957). The central character, Leo, is the assigned servant for a 

group of men on a spiritual journey. Leo performs menial tasks, yet throughout the story, his role 

transforms from servant to noble leader. Greenleaf (1991), reflecting on Hesse’s story, remarked,  

But to me, this story clearly says—the great leader is seen as servant first, and that 

simple fact is the key to his greatness. Leo was actually a leader all of the time, but he 

was a servant first because that’s what he was, deep down inside. Leadership was 

bestowed upon a man who was by nature a servant.  (p. 2) 

Greenleaf (2002) observed that a leader must possess the ability to have a sense for the 

unknowable and foresee the unforeseeable. This foresight, which Greenleaf (1991) called 

prescience, is the central ethic of servant leadership: “the failure (or refusal) of a leader to 

foresee may be viewed as an ethical failure” (p. 18).  

After his epiphany inspired by Herman Hesse, Greenleaf retired from his role as an 

executive at AT&T and founded the Center for Applied Ethics in 1964 in Indianapolis, Indiana. 
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It is now known as the Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership. The center provided the 

platform and resources to launch Greenleaf’s career as a leadership author, researcher, speaker, 

and consultant. This work propelled servant leadership into the forefront of leadership thinking 

and publishing, paving the way for servant leadership thinkers such as Blanchard and Hodges 

(2003), Jim Boyd (2009), Jim Collins (2001), James C. Hunter (1998), and Daniel Pink (2006, 

2011).  

International conferences are now held on the topic of servant leadership. Fellowships in 

Greenleaf’s name are conferred upon scholars devoted to research in the field of servant 

leadership. It is now widely considered a leadership theory (Northouse, 2011) to be studied 

alongside other theories, including the trait approach, the skill approach, the style approach, the 

situational approach, contingency theory, path—goal theory, leader—member exchange theory, 

transformational leadership, team leadership, and authentic leadership.  

Exploring Boyer’s work as a servant leader illuminates his discernment as well as his 

strategic foresight, both qualities contributing to his rapid rise to prominence in higher education.  

Boyer’s life was truly a life of service (Carnegie Foundation, 1996).  He authentically modeled 

the notion of service he championed so convincingly.  Drawing upon the example of his 

grandfather, his experiences at two Christian colleges, and his tenure as a faculty member and 

administrator, Boyer was able to weave together this diverse set of life experiences with a 

common thread: service.  When one studies his career, an evolution of this concept emerges.  

Boyer drew from his internal disposition to serve and eventually transforms this disposition into 

an educational vision of service that builds bridges. Essentially, he connected what we learn to 

how we live.  
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Servant leaders that endure in the memories of those who study leadership also exhibit 

other qualities that inspire and empower. Effective servant leaders possess the ability to question 

in ways that move people forward to uncover more about themselves and their situations 

(Preskill & Brookfield, 2009). For example, Aldo Leopold, American ecologist, 

environmentalist, and founder of the Wilderness Society, asked great questions (Preskill & 

Brookfield, 2009). His mission was to encourage others to ask good questions of politicians, 

policy-makers, business leaders, etc. He modeled this through a devotion to the Socratic method 

with his students. His endless stream of questions conveyed his relentless curiosity (Preskill & 

Brookfield, 2009). One friend referred to Leopold’s inquisitive skill as such: “He’d stretch your 

brains until they were tired” (as cited in Preskill & Brookfield, 2009, p. 133). Leopold was a 

remarkable leader not because of his answers (which were brilliant) but because of his questions.  

Servant leaders also have the ability to sustain hope in the face of struggle. Activist and 

entertainer Paul Robeson made it his mission to educate Americans about the significance of 

African American cultural contributions (Preskill & Brookfield, 2009). This provided immense 

hope to the African American community as they faced struggles in a dominant White culture 

(Preskill & Brookfield, 2009). 

In addition to servant leadership, an exploration of Ernest Boyer’s life and career must 

attend to spirituality within the college years. Parks (1986) applied Fowler’s (1981) faith 

development model to young adults. In so doing, Parks argued that all subjects within a college 

curriculum contribute to spiritual formation. Parks (1986) explored Fowler’s six stages of faith 

development, paying special attention to both cognition and affect. The young adult years 

provide a critical shift from the third and fourth stages (assumed faith to critical, self-aware 

faith).Faculty and student affairs professionals are integral in this faith development. This 
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environment “plays a mentoring role in the formation of each new generation of young adults” 

(Parks, 1986, p. xvii). Parks (1986) described the college campus as a community of imagination 

in which faith plays a central role. This serves as a helpful theoretical lens through which to 

explore Boyer, as he was a man of deep faith whose work in the arena of public education 

championed whole-person development. Boyer’s theology integrated into the public sphere and 

provided a vision for a vibrant educational community that tended to the heart, the soul, and the 

mind (Jacobsen, 2000).  

Boyer’s Accomplishments and Insights 

Boyer’s career in higher education championed many aspects that are now desperately 

needed: leadership, reform, innovation, and compassion (Bradley & Smith, 1995; Carnegie 

Foundation, 1996; Coye, 1997, Reid-Wallace, n.d.).  Boyer was a prophetic voice and change 

agent in higher education (Carnegie Foundation, 1996).  He honed his innovative leadership at 

his first academic post as professor and academic dean at Upland College in California (1956-

1960).  There, he introduced the first interterm to the small college and to the landscape of higher 

education, an attempt to provide a common learning term that involved the entire educational 

community. This 4-1-4 academic format has since been adopted by many institutions of higher 

education.   

While the academic dean at the fledgling liberal arts college, Boyer developed a vision 

for servant leadership and education reform (J.Z. Martin, 2004).  A prolific scholar of medical 

audiology, Boyer employed his intellectual and interpersonal prowess toward this end (J.Z. 

Martin, 2004).  Subsequent appointments as an educational administrator at the Western College 

Association (1960-1962) and at the University of California, Santa Barbara (1962-1965) 

provided ample opportunities to experiment with educational policy and reform initiatives.  
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These experiences proved to be formative preparation for his future roles at the national level of 

higher education reform (K. Boyer, 2003).  

Those who worked with Boyer quickly recognized that he was a driven, competent, and 

caring leader.  SUNY recruited him away from the west coast, hiring him initially as professor 

then promoting him to Vice Chancellor and Executive Dean (1965-1970).  In 1970, at the age of 

42, Boyer was appointed Chancellor of SUNY, a post he held until 1977.  Chancellor Boyer took 

the helm of then the largest, most complex state system in the country during particularly trying 

times in American higher education.  At the time of his inauguration, the SUNY system 

contained 64 institutions, 350,000 students, and 15,000 faculty members.  It was at SUNY where  

Chancellor Boyer began to influence higher education on a national scale (Freedman, 2005).  His 

innovative thinking and creative problem solving resulted in the establishment of the Empire 

State College, a highly successful and innovative model for adult education (Keller & Meskill, 

1973). Since then, Empire State College has served as a prototype for similar institutions 

throughout the nation.  As of 1996, the college “celebrated its twenty-fifth anniversary, it boasted 

28,000 graduates” (Carnegie Foundation, 1996, p. 17).  

While at SUNY, Boyer also pushed for higher academic standards during trying 

economic times.  He successfully established an intensive, three-year bachelor’s degree for the 

system’s brightest students (Boyer, 1973; Buffalo Evening News, 1971).  In addition, Boyer 

initiated the nation’s first undergraduate student exchange program with the Soviet Union 

(Ebner, 1974).  Such successes could not have been achieved without astute political skills.  “The 

youngest and arguably the most dynamic chancellor in the nation, with experience in the 

country’s largest postsecondary educational system,  Chancellor Boyer was naturally looked to 

as a national spokesman on the emerging challenges of higher education” (Carnegie Foundation, 
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1996, p. 18).  

This success led Presidents Nixon, Ford, and Carter to seek his counsel on the pressing 

educational issues of the day.  President Carter appointed Boyer as U.S. Commissioner of 

Education (1977-1979), where Boyer utilized his oratory and political skills to champion policies 

of greater access and equity for all students (K. Boyer, 2003; Hochstein, 2005).  Speaking of 

Boyer’s influence, President Carter remarked,  

Ernie Boyer was a wise man. . . . I will always be grateful for his extraordinary 

contributions during my administration and for having his wise counsel.  He has set an 

example of leadership that I trust will be emulated by future generations of educators. (as 

cited by Carnegie Foundation, 1996, p. 19)  

In 1979, Boyer became the president of the Carnegie Foundation.  There, he launched an 

ambitious research agenda examining education in America from preschool through college.  

This agenda yielded groundbreaking studies on teaching, school reform, academic readiness, the 

faculty, and campus life.  These studies included A Quest for Common Learning: The Aims of 

General Education (Boyer & Levine, 1981), High School: A Report on Secondary Education in 

America (Boyer, 1983b), College: The Undergraduate Experience in America (Boyer, 1987a), 

Campus Life: In Search of Community (Carnegie Foundation, 1990), Scholarship Reconsidered: 

Priorities of the Professoriate (Boyer, 1990a), Ready to Learn: A Mandate for the Nation 

(Boyer, 1991), and The Basic School: A Community of Learning (Boyer, 1995b).  Many of these 

reports were translated into other languages, greatly increasing the Carnegie Foundation’s scope 

of influence and Boyer’s notoriety to a global scale.   

Boyer adapted his expertise in audiology effectively into his public life.  He was widely 

known as a wordsmith, a powerful communicator, and highly sought-after speaker (Hochstein, 
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2005).  He was the recipient of 136 honorary doctorates and received numerous prestigious 

awards and recognitions (Carnegie Foundation, 1996).  Boyer passed away after a three-year 

battle with cancer on Deber 8, 1995.  Upon his death, President Bill Clinton remarked,  

This nation has lost one its most dedicated and influential education reformers. . . . The 

greatest tribute that we can pay him is to carry on the work to which he devoted his life: 

to bring down the barriers that prevent our young people from succeeding and to ensure 

that each of our citizens has an equal share in the American dream. (Carnegie 

Foundation, 1996, p. 29)  

This study attempted to carry on this work and tell Ernest Boyer’s story.  Boyer’s 

speeches often included a reference or recitation of Vachel Lindsay’s poem, The Leaden-Eyed 

(1914), quoted on the first page of this dissertation.  To Boyer, it articulated the sad state of the 

American student and the desperate need for education reform. 

Boyer devoted his career to lift the leaden-eyed of American education. He was often 

quoted saying, “The tragedy is not death.  The tragedy is to die with commitments undefined, 

convictions undeclared, and service unfulfilled” (Carnegie Foundation . . . , 1996, p. 27).  

Though Boyer died of cancer relatively young, his life is marked with commitments defined, 

convictions declared, and service fulfilled.  

Boyer’s heart of service was deeply formed by his religious upbringing (Jacobsen, 2000).  

He was reared in the Brethren in Christ Church, a small denominational blend of Anabaptist and 

Pietistic traditions.  This particular stream of faith is characterized by a call for “unity in the 

simple essentials of faith, freedom in the non-essential matters, and charity in all things” 

(Jacobsen, 2000, p. 5).  Boyer’s theology valued simple faith rooted in deep conviction.  When 

applied to the common good, Boyer’s faith is considered “theology as public performance” 
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(Jacobsen, 2000, p. 1).  

This faith background was influenced by Boyer’s admiration of his grandfather, whom he 

viewed as the most important mentor in his life (Jacobsen, 2000).  William Boyer founded a 

Brethren in Christ mission in Dayton, Ohio, in the early 1900s.  He taught Ernest Boyer that “to 

be truly human, one must serve” (Boyer, 1997, p. 12).  This connection of faith to service 

resonated with Boyer throughout his life.  He employed his Christian faith towards unity, not 

division. He “believed it was always better to nurture the good in others and oneself (in that 

order) than it was to denounce one’s own faults or the faults of others” (Jacobsen, 2000, p. 8).  

Boyer saw a connectedness among humanity that transcended privatized belief and united human 

beings under common experience.  Education to Boyer was an ideal avenue to experience this 

connectedness (Boyer, 1980a).  His educational reform sought to include rather than exclude, to 

equalize rather than stratify.  As Boyer’s wife Kay once said, Boyer’s career was about “putting 

Christian principles into action for everybody” (as cited in Jacobsen, 2000, p. 10).  

Boyer’s Christian principles were explored and reinforced as a student at the small, 

private, Brethren in Christ-affiliated Messiah College.  Boyer spent two years at Messiah, 

followed by two more at another Christian school, Greenville College.  In these contexts, Boyer 

observed and participated in education in the Christian tradition. This education was distinctly 

purposed to serve others.  This ethos of service and learning proved formative and foundational 

in his career in public education (Goldberg, 1995). 

Boyer’s public theology sought to find the sacred that was already embedded within the 

fundamental goodness of creation.  In short, “Boyer’s God was the God of all creation and all 

humanity, not a tribal god who cared only for Christians” (Jacobsen, 2000, p. 12).  Boyer’s 

career in higher education was marked with a deep commitment to service fueled by a profound 
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belief in the connectedness of all things.  His devotion to education was an acknowledgement 

that, despite the connectedness of humanity, this profound reality was not to be taken for granted. 

“It was fragile, in need of nurture and cultivation” (Jacobsen, 2000, p. 13).  In his speech, 

“Teaching about Religion in Public Schools,” Boyer (1997) outlined the universal human 

experiences that bind us all together.  For Boyer, this connectedness carried a fundamental moral 

mandate to serve one another.  This mandate depended upon seven basic virtues: honesty, 

respect, responsibility, compassion, self-discipline, perseverance, and giving (Boyer, 1995b).  

During his adult life, Boyer and his family were devout Quakers (Jacobsen, 2000). Given 

the small, regional reach of his childhood Brethren in Christ denomination, he considered the 

Quakers to be a like-minded alternative.  His faith was personal yet always carried public 

responsibility.  As Jacobsen (2000) simply stated, “Public theology of the kind Boyer embodied 

was theology done on behalf of and for the sake of others” (p. 17).  It was this foundation of faith 

that fueled Boyer’s tireless service in the public square.  He saw his personal beliefs not as a 

potential hurdle to his public life but as a framework through which to understand how human 

beings are connected to one another so that they may serve one another.  It was his tireless 

optimism that made Boyer a charismatic leader (K. Boyer, 2003).  It was his tireless service that 

made Boyer an effective leader.   

American Higher Education and the Rise of the Administrator 

Boyer’s career in higher education serves as a typology of the history of American higher 

education in the 20th century (Carnegie Foundation, 1996; Goldberg, 1995).  Beginning with the 

founding of Harvard University in 1636 as a clergy training institute, other colleges soon 

followed suit.  This trend continued for nearly two centuries, and the presence of private 

Christian colleges remains a significant part of the American higher education landscape today 
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(Rudolph, 1990; Thelin, 2004).  Colleges were often run by a faculty member. Brubacher and 

Rudy (1997) wrote an insightful description of the college president during American higher 

education’s infancy: 

What about the organization of the college below the president?  When colleges were in 

their infancy there was no organization below him, or rather the president was the whole 

administration.  He did the work which in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was 

delegated to such lieutenants as deans, registrars, and librarians. (p. 27) 

With the Morrill Federal Land Grant Act of 1862, the state college movement was born 

(Rudolph, 1990). Initially intended to provide land grants to colleges, the act helped spur 

colleges to serve a broader, ever-growing population.  This was a role the small private colleges 

could not, or would not, play.  Pioneered by forceful, visionary leaders such as President Angell 

at the University of Michigan, higher education in the American mind shifted from a luxury for 

the elite to a public responsibility (Rudolph, 1990).   

This emerging view of education as a public good, coupled with the adoption of the 

German research model, brought tremendous growth (Rudolph, 1990, Thelin, 2004).  The 

college was no longer a quaint enclave of learning collectively run by the faculty; it was now a 

machine in need of management (Veblen, 1918).  This resulted in the rise of the administration.  

This new breed of American college presidents, referred to by some as “Captains of Erudition” 

(Veblen, 1981, p. 99), took full-time administrative roles over universities (Veblen, 1918).  As 

President Harper, the first president of the University of Chicago (1891-1906), remarked, “There 

are plenty of men to be professors; there are only a few to be presidents of colleges and 

universities” (as cited in Rudy, 1977, p. 148).  
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The massive growth of the American university and its administrative class resulted in 

large, publicly funded institutions of higher education in every state (Rudolph, 1990; Thelin, 

2004).  These systems differ from state to state, but to some degree they all attempted to educate 

their populace in an accessible and equitable manner (Rudolph, 1990).  The 25 years from 1920-

1945 were nothing less than a transformation in higher education (Thelin, 2004).  Federal and 

state money increased for public high school education, resulting in more college applicants 

(Thelin, 2004).  This period between World Wars I and II was a boon for college enrollment, as 

it skyrocketed from 250,000 to 1.3 million (Thelin, 2004).  For the first time in America’s 

history, one could find a generation that was largely publically educated (Thelin, 2004).  Ernest 

Boyer was a member of this generation.  As an undergraduate student at Messiah and Greenville 

Colleges and as a graduate student at the University of Southern California, Boyer was educated 

during the American university’s golden age (Thelin, 2004).  He would enter the academy as a 

scholar, professor, and administrator during much more trying times.  

The 1960s and 1970s brought turmoil and a cultural revolution to the college campus.  

College students were questioning, challenging, and rioting against the established authorities.  

College administrators often withdrew to their offices and bemoaned the irresponsibility of these 

emboldened youth (Boyer, 1966).   Ever the optimist, Boyer saw an awakening of college 

students that should have been applauded and encouraged in healthy directions (Boyer, 1966).  

He preferred the passion of the college student protestor to the lethargy of the indifferent college 

student.  

The Cold War (1940s-1980s) brought a new challenge to the college campus: keeping up 

with our enemies (Bowker & Williams, 1988).  The fuel for global dominance called upon 

universities to provide education, training, and research to help win the Cold War.  For many 
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individuals, the mission of American higher education now had a specific purpose (Thelin, 

2004).  Amid the tension, Boyer extended a hand of friendship to the Soviets, developing the 

first undergraduate exchange program between the two countries while Chancellor at SUNY 

(Ebner, 1974).  

The 1990s was a decade of accountability for American higher education.  The rising 

costs to attend college outpaced inflation drastically.  These soaring costs eventually put higher 

education on trial before the American public (Boyer, 1995d).  Questions arose regarding the 

quality of a college degree, the efficiency of the American university, and the purpose of 

scholarship (Boyer, 1995d).  Boyer’s leadership at the Carnegie Foundation provided salient, 

timely research on education in America.  His comprehensive approach to researching education 

in America gave language and framework to an often heated debate (Carnegie Foundation, 

1996).  

American college presidents were not always the chief officers amid a large, developed 

administrative class. The college president was originally a much more temporary role rotated 

among the professoriate (Bledstein, 1976; Rudolph, 1990). However, unique developments 

within American higher education led to the professional class of administrators of which Boyer 

can be considered an example par excellence (Bledstein, 1976, Carnegie Foundation, 1996).  

A new and distinct professional class of higher education administrators had “emerged in 

the generation after 1870 as a specialized group of men who pursued their individual careers by 

running colleges and universities” (Bledstein, 1976, p. 287).  The issue of growth introduced 

what Rudolph (1990) described as “the whole apparatus that came to be known almost 

everywhere by the loose term ‘the administration’” (p. 417).  This loose term, according to 
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Veysey (1965), became a full-fledged force by 1900.  By 1902, college presidents were even 

encouraged to “undertake special training” (Veysey, 1965, p. 306).  

This new breed of professional university presidents, according to Bledstein (1976), 

“were leaders unparalleled in the history of American higher education. . . . As administrators 

they built the superstructure of a distinctive American institution” (p. 331).  This generation of 

university presidents was led by C. W. Eliot of Harvard, D. C. Gilman of Johns Hopkins, N. M. 

Butler of Columbia, J. B. Angell of Michigan, A. D. White of Cornell, and W. R. Harper of 

Chicago.  As a result of their work, the clergyman college president became a relic and the 

executive president became the standard, paving the way for future administrators like Ernest 

Boyer (Bledstein, 1976; Graves, 1901: Veblen, 1918).  

Graves (1901) further explained this new breed of university administrators: 

 

With the inauguration of President Eliot in 1869, the present ideal of a college president 

began to develop. . . . A college president, in its latest ideal, is an executive in the fullest 

sense of the word.  Though in entire sympathy with education, he is a business man and a 

broad-minded man of affairs. . . . He may be a scholar—and very often is—or even a 

minister: but these qualities are merely incidental and have little to do with his success as 

an administrator.  The “executive” president is at present the latest and best type, and in 

developing our science of administration we may safely follow his lead. (p. 683) 

This paradigmatic shift in the role of the university presidency bore common themes.  

First and foremost was a distancing, both intentional and unintentional, from student life and the 

teaching role.  Rudolph (1990) observed that in all of the correspondence between Gilman and 

Eliot, “not once did they concern themselves with the management of student affairs” (p. 272).  

The growth of the American universities, coupled with the robust extracurriculum, developed a 
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chasm between the students and the administration, one not so easily bridged.  This issue was 

attempted to be resolved by the eventual establishment of the dean of men and dean of women 

roles (Schwartz, 2003).  

Even more intentionally, university presidents at this time overtly promoted and defended 

the existence of an administration completely separate from faculty.  Thwing (1900) wrote what 

claimed to be the first book on the subject, College Administration.  In addition, Eliot wrote a 

volume entitled University Administration in 1908, after which a flurry of articles appeared. Eliot 

(1908) also propagated administrative culture within the faculty, looking for promising young 

men who might become administrators.  This encouraged a demarcation of the teaching and 

administrative roles.  Administrators began treating faculty as “clients” (Bledstein, 1976, p. 305).  

Eliot posited that administrators deserved higher salaries than their teaching counterparts, as their 

work “did not offer the satisfaction of literary or scientific attainment; the long, uninterrupted 

vacations which teachers enjoy; or the pleasure of intimate, helpful intercourse with a stream of 

young men of high intellectual ambition” (p. 15).  

No longer could the university president be considered an educative force; he was now an 

administrative force.  This fundamental shift in the role occurred due to dynamic and powerful 

contextual factors coupled with university administrators who actively embraced their new roles 

and even encouraged the change (Bledstein, 1976).  With Eliot leading the way, the new type of 

university president became a chief executive officer, with primary duties being supervision 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 1997).  The responsibilities of the presidency were now simply too broad 

and expansive, leading Eliot to conclude that the administrator who tried to do everything 

himself “would in the end do little and that little ill” (Brubacher & Rudy, 1997, p. 366).   
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The university president was no longer primus inter pares (first among equals). He (they 

were all male) was now simply primus (first) (Brubacher & Rudy, 1997).  The institutional 

power now rested solely in the hands of a few men.  This introduced an important question for 

administrators like Ernest Boyer continued to ask: what to do with it (Brubacher & Rudy, 1997)?  

Innovations in the Presidency 

One significant change was the transition from the president as professor to the president 

as solely an administrator (Bledstein, 1976; Brubacher & Rudy, 1997).  In its place was an 

aggressive, sometimes authoritative businessman. Presidents such as Eliot, White, and Harper 

became known for introducing innovative business concepts of promotion and growth 

(Bledstein, 1976).  Rather than borrow what companies were doing well, they clearly saw things 

they were not doing (but should have been) and applied them in the higher education context.  

This innovation not only aided the explosive growth of American universities in sheer numbers it 

also increased the university profile in the eyes of industry and commerce (Bledstein, 1976).  

Not all saw this as a positive development. Veblen (1918), prominent sociologist and 

economist, offered a stinging critique of the university adoption of a corporate model in The 

Higher Learning in America: A Memorandum on the Conduct of Universities by Business Men.  

In this memorandum, he scornfully labeled the university presidents as “Captains of Erudition” 

(Veblen, 1918, p. 221), lamenting that the presidents have grown the universities to such an 

extent that business principles are now indispensable.  In Veblen’s view, the business pursuit of 

higher education greatly diminished scholarship.  Veblen found common ground with those such 

as Eliot, who clearly distinguished between the roles of teacher and administrator.  However, 

where Eliot promoted the administrator role, Veblen critiqued it, lamenting the “commercial 

frame of mind of the university administrator” in light of “the professional frame of mind of the 
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seeker and teacher of pure knowledge” (as cited in Bledstein, 1976, p. 288).  Veblen did not veil 

his views on this new trajectory of American higher education (Veblen, 1918).  

Regardless, due to the work of the first-generation university presidents, higher education 

in America could now be accurately depicted as a system and an industry, one that many 

businesses at the time would envy (Bledstein, 1976). Although growth had its benefits, it 

provided a challenge to Boyer, who spent much of his career fostering vibrant communities of 

learning in the large, modern, American university (Goldberg, 1995).  

For all of the animosity created by the administrator presidents, their toil and innovation 

certainly benefited teaching faculty in some key areas.  First, the sheer number of faculty 

positions grew tremendously.  The number of faculty members more than tripled between 1870 

and 1900 (Bledstein, 1976).  More students meant greater demand for teachers.  Second, 

presidents not only wanted to raise the profile of the university administrator, they also wanted to 

increase the status of the teacher to recruit better scholars.  President Eliot made this point clearly 

at his inaugural address at Harvard in 1869: “Very few Americans of eminent ability are 

attracted to this profession.  The pay has been too low, and there has been no gradual rise out of 

the drudgery” (Bledstein, 1976, p. 277).  

These emphases on size and scholarship resulted in a perhaps unintended yet inevitable 

consequence.  The sheer size of the American universities resulted in the need for organization 

among the teaching faculty into what is now known as academic departments, each with its own 

structure of hierarchy.  Rudolph (1990) observed this in the University of Chicago, which in 

1893 had grown from one department of biology to five more specialized biological departments.  

And that, according to Rudolph, “meant five new department chairmanships, five new little 

hierarchies. . . .” (p. 400).  
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In this instance, the presidential vision of a distinct teaching role and a distinct 

administrative role had failed (Rudolph, 1990).  University presidents had grown their schools to 

such a size that it necessitated teaching faculty to take on some administrative duties as mid-level 

teacher/administrators. Although the distinct boundaries between administration responsibility 

and teaching responsibility may have blurred to some extent, the university administrators 

achieved a different kind of victory, infusing administrative culture into the academy itself.  

Rudolph (1990) summarized the phenomenon:  

The American colleges and universities, in their development from simple institutions to 

complex organizations, not only replaced the old-time professor with the academician, 

that trained specialist who knew the rights and privileges and responsibilities of a 

profession and who in so many of his experiences was indistinguishable from other 

organization men, but the colleges and universities also required a new kind of executive 

officer, new methods of financing, new areas of administration.  Growth fed upon 

growth, and the answer to the problems of growth—unless it was to be chaos—was 

organization. (p. 417) 

Within the hierarchy established by the first-generation university presidents, 

departmentalization was developed: a set of organizations within the organization.  Educational 

philosophy aside, size alone required this sense of order (Rudolph, 1990). This approach to 

organizing the academy allowed for enormous state systems to develop. SUNY, of which Ernest 

Boyer was Chancellor, was the largest in the United States.  

By pioneering the administrative role and transforming universities into a corporate 

model, the first generation of university presidents brought order amid chaos within their 

respective institutions (Rudolph, 1990).  But their desire for administrative order could not be 
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fulfilled merely by organizing on a local scale.  They intentionally sought to bring about 

standardization and accreditation across the systems in their dispensation.  The first step was to 

establish more uniform college entrance requirements (Broome, 1902).  The first published work 

on college admissions appeared in 1902 by Edwin C. Broome, then the headmaster at Andover 

Preparatory Academy. In it Broome called upon universities to use examinations for admission 

in order to bring some uniformity to the expansive growth and diversity in American higher 

education (Broome, 1902). Rudolph (1990) corroborated, citing that “the first College Board 

examinations were held in June 1901; by 1910, twenty-five leading eastern colleges and 

universities were making use of the standard examinations of the college board” (p. 438).  

Broome’s words did not fall on deaf ears.  In the post-war period, university associations 

were established such as The National Association of State Universities (founded in 1896), the 

Association of American Universities (founded in 1900), and the Association of Land Grant 

Colleges (founded in 1900).  All were concerned with bringing order and standards to American 

higher education.  In 1906, these three groups convened in Williamstown, Massachusetts, to lay 

the groundwork for collegiate and university accreditation (Rudolph, 1990). 

In 1908, the Carnegie Foundation sponsored a conference on entrance requirements 

(Rudolph, 1990).  The primary focus of the conference was to define a unit of admissions credit.  

The result was the Carnegie Unit, the forerunner of the now commonplace credit hour.  The 

Carnegie Unit, according to Rudolph (1990), was “in some ways the ultimate organization, the 

epitome of academic accountancy, the symbol of the search for standards” (p. 438).  It is not an 

exaggeration to consider the credit hour a cornerstone of modern American higher education 

administration.  
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These advancements in standardization led Hawkins (1997) to proclaim the years from 

1895-1920 as the “Age of Standards” (p. 318). He credited university presidents for launching 

the standardization movement, and many of the achievements of the Age of Standards are still 

foundational components of academic administration today. 

The first generation of university presidents had achieved a remarkable amount of 

strategic change within the industry, a portion of which Ernest Boyer benefitted from yet much 

he worked to reform.  As explored above, they are responsible for bringing enough order to the 

collection of post-war colleges and universities to be considered an industry.  They had grown 

their institutions in size and prominence, introduced and developed academic 

departmentalization, and established industry standardization and accreditation (Bledstein, 

1975).  What remained was to develop a sustainable administrative system to manage it all.  

What resulted was the further distancing of the president from the day-to-day business of the 

university (Brubacher & Rudy, 1997).  

Eliot envisioned the presidential role as one of an “educational seer” (Brubacher & Rudy, 

1997, p. 367), a head visionary who would be removed from the burdensome and tedious tasks 

of day-to-day administration in order to focus on policy and university planning. This required a 

savvy ability to identify specialized duties, hire people to fulfill those duties, and delegate them 

appropriately. Brubacher and Rudy (1997) provided a brief and generalized progression of this 

trend:  

On the whole the first specialization of the presidential function was the appointment of a 

librarian. Next, recognition was extended to the office of registrar. . . . The median 

decade for the appearance of deans was the 1890s, with the subdivisions into deans of 

men and deans of women coming some time later. (p. 367)  
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The president became ultimately free to be the seer Eliot envisioned through the hiring of 

vice presidents and deans (Brubacher & Rudy, 1997). Eliot, as usual, led the way in this effort.  

Ward (1934) claimed that Eliot appointed his first dean of faculty in 1870. Schwartz (2003) 

dated this first appointment in 1890, coinciding with the first appointment of a dean of students. 

Regardless, this proved to be the foundation of what is now called the student affairs profession.  

Thomas Clark of the University of Illinois was also one of the first to given the title “Dean of 

Men” (Schwartz, 2003, p. 220).  LeBaron Russell Briggs was Harvard’s first dean of men and 

promoted his newly established office by publishing Routine and Ideals (Briggs, 1903), a 

collection of speeches he had given to schools, colleges, and his students at Harvard.  Schwartz 

(2003) wrote, “Men like Briggs ushered in a new era in American higher education.  Swelling 

enrollments at the turn of the 20
th

 century had brought many students to campus who found the 

dual challenge of rigorous academic study and social freedom overwhelming” (p. 220). By 1900, 

81% of institutions had established the office of dean (McGrath, 1999).  

Harper (1903) of the University of Chicago explicitly lobbied his governing board for 

academic deans to be further distanced from the teaching role.  He advocated that deans “should 

be given greater freedom from teaching, and especially should this be done in cases in which 

there is clearly marked ability for investigation” (Harper, 1903, p. xlvi).  He also suggested that 

the University of Chicago should create a distinct deanship to focus on student issues, claiming 

that the current deans’ administrative work is “sufficient to engross their time” (Harper, 1903, p. 

xlvii). 

As a result, the expanding administrative lattice emerged. Not only had the university 

presidents achieved the expansive growth that allowed them to become the “Captains of 

Erudition,” they had even replicated their system of administration many times over within their 
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own institutions. This has led to profound implications for American higher education today and 

specifically for Ernest Boyer’s career. 

To start, the first generation of university presidents carved out what is now a booming 

career: higher education administration. This career path can be pursued separately from 

academic teaching. In addition, the university presidents created a pathway for scholars with 

administrative leanings and skills to become administrators. Either route allows for possibilities 

to participate in the administrative profession and reveals the extent to which the Captains of 

Erudition infused administrative culture into the fabric of the American university.  

Ironically, this creation of an administrative career path birthed a new scholarly pursuit: 

higher education administration as an academic discipline (or collection of disciplines). Graves 

wrote in 1901 that “next year President Wheeler at the University of California will institute a 

course of lectures on college administration, and that Dr. Harper intends eventually to establish a 

chair in the subject. . . .” (p. 685).  Cremin (1997) observed that Columbia was the first to offer a 

Ph.D. in the field of education in 1893. Many other schools soon developed their own graduate 

programs in education and educational administration. Henderson (1960) proposed doctoral 

degrees in higher education as a beneficial way to train college administrators in the 1960s.   

An association committed to the network, support, and scholarship of higher education 

studies was established in 1976 and called the Association for the Study of Higher Education 

(“ASHE History,” 2012). Student affairs organizations such as College Student Educators 

International (ACPA) and Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA) have 

benefitted from the first generation of university presidents for their pioneering work in 

developing the student affairs profession.  A collection of peer-reviewed journals also exists, 



32 

such as the Review of Higher Education, the Journal of Higher Education, and the Journal of 

College Student Development.  

Another implication of the pivotal work of the Captains of Erudition is that, to some 

extent, they encouraged what is now known as a great chasm between faculty and administration 

within higher education institutions (Nies, 2001).  The problem is so pervasive that the Pew 

Higher Education Research Forum (1995) went so far as to claim that on “most campuses there 

is an inherent tension between academic and administrative units. . . . More often, that tension 

yields an unproductive competition for resources” (p. 99).  Often caught in the middle of this 

tension are middle managers, also known as deans.  They must walk a fine line serving both the 

faculty interests as well as the wishes of the upper administrators to be change agents and 

financial stewards of the institution.  This precarious posture of deanship led Wolverton, 

Gmelch, Montez, and Nies (2001) to proclaim that “deans serve two masters” (p. 1).  Often, 

neither master is pleased.  

Another implication can be found in the first generation of university presidents’ 

corporate innovations.  At the dawn of the 20
th

 century, their views were revolutionary. To those 

in agreement with Veblen (1918), they were scandalous.  Yet they provided a profound, albeit 

indirect, implication for higher education today (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2009).  The old-time 

college president viewed the college through one lens: education.  The new university president 

changed the lens altogether, encouraging higher education development through educational and 

corporate lenses (Veblen, 1918).  Areas of interest to a university president now considered 

essential were seeded by the Captains of Erudition: marketing, revenue-streams, profit-centers, 

etc. (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2009).  Though it would be a stretch to link the Captains of Erudition 
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to the proprietary sector at the forefront of current discussion in higher education, one can at 

least consider that such endeavors originated in the efforts of the Captains of Erudition.  

Finally and most pertinently, many of the Captains of Erudition profiled above were 

instrumental in the founding of what is now the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 

Teaching, the organization Boyer would eventually lead. The Carnegie Foundation’s work 

represented a crucial shift from university administrators as captains to reformers, as the 

industry’s maturity was not without growing pains (Brubacher & Rudy, 1997; Rudolph, 1990). 

From Captains to Carnegie Reformers 

The first generation of university presidents paved the way for what institutions now 

consider essential: there must be a distinct leadership class to administer the affairs of the 

university (Brubacher & Rudy, 1997). With this groundwork laid, what was the next generation 

of captains to do? Given the explosive growth of American higher education, there was much 

work to be done in the areas of handling such rampant growth while maintaining a standard of 

quality.  

At the time of the rise of the Captains of Erudition, steel magnate-turned-philanthropist 

Andrew Carnegie devoted his wealth to address what he saw were difficult challenges facing 

higher education.  Carnegie founded the Carnegie Foundation with his neighbor, Henry Pritchett, 

an “autocratic and opinionated but highly imaginative and intelligent” man (Pifer, 1979, p. 6). 

Carnegie gained his interest in education while serving as a trustee for Cornell University, where 

he was appalled at the lowly conditions of the professoriate. In 1905, Carnegie requested a 

charter from the state of New York to establish a private organization endowed with $100,000 of 

his own money. This income was to provide pensions to retiring teachers at private, non-

sectarian institutions (Pifer, 1979, p. 7). It was initially called the Carnegie Foundation.  Its board 
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of trustees included Charles Eliot of Harvard University, Woodrow Wilson of Princeton 

University, and Nicholas Murray Butler of Columbia University. Henry Pritchett, president of 

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, became the Foundation’s first president (Pifer, 1979). 

With Pritchett’s encouragement, the Foundation sought a congressional charter in 1906 to 

expand its reach to a national stage. With this national scope came the necessity to define what a 

college was in order to provide pensions per Carnegie’s original intent. Some basic qualifications 

of a college were established, which were that it be nonsectarian, have a minimum endowment of 

$200,000, include a faculty of at least six full-time professors, and maintain certain minimum 

entrance requirements (Pifer, 1979). These entrance requirements, mythologically pinned to the 

Carnegie Unit, controversially overshadowed the Carnegie Foundation’s primary purpose to fund 

pensions (Pifer, 1979).  

 The Carnegie Foundation board members eventually realized that it would not be able to 

sustain its free pension program to all qualifying institutions. The growth of higher education, the 

relaxing of its institutional qualifications, the rise in academic salaries, and the increased 

longevity of participants’ lives led the Carnegie Foundation to a “contributory, self-supporting 

scheme open to the thousands of employers in higher education who were not eligible for the 

Carnegie pensions” (Pifer, 1979, pp. 10-11). Thus, on March 4, 1918, the Teachers Insurance 

Annuity Association was incorporated in New York (Pifer, 1979). In 1952, as a response to 

concerns over post-WWII inflation, the College Retirement Equities Fund was established to 

provide participants greater flexibility (Pifer, 1979). These staple support systems of higher 

education remain a powerful force for the support of those who work in the field. This history 

also laid a foundation upon which future leaders in American higher education would build.  
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The founding of the Carnegie Foundation was marked by creativity and fervor. This 

initial boon eventually subsided into a gradual decline in the 1930s that continued through the 

1960s (Pifer, 1979). Financial difficulties arose. After Carnegie’s death in 1923, there was a 

battle between Carnegie Corporation president Frederick Keppel and Henry Pritchett. Large 

deficits continued until Pritchett retired in 1930 and was succeeded by Henry Suzzallo, former 

president at the University of Washington (Pifer, 1979). Suzzallo died unexpectedly three years 

later, and Walter Jessup, president of the University of Iowa, took over. During this time, in 

1937, the Carnegie Foundation developed the Graduate Record Examinations. The turmoil, 

infighting, and lack of clear direction brought the Carnegie Foundation to the brink of “virtual 

extinction” (Pifer, 1979).  

Fortunately, timely and courageous leadership brought significant revitalization. Alan 

Pifer led the Carnegie Foundation from 1967 to 1979 and widened its focus to include social and 

racial justice (Saxon, 2005). Pifer, a scholar educated at Harvard and Cambridge Universities, 

was instrumental in establishing the United States government’s Fulbright program in England 

and consulted for the program throughout the British colonies. It was this experience that led him 

to work for the Carnegie Corporation in their British Colonies and Dominions division (Carnegie 

Corporation, 1998).  Upon entering the Carnegie Corporation, Pifer remarked, “The staff was 

100 percent white, except for one person, Saunders, who was never dignified with a first name or 

with a ‘Mr.,’ a title” (as cited in Carnegie Corporation, 1998, p. 266). In 1967, he took the helm 

of the Carnegie Foundation, and Pifer led the organization to focus more intently on the root 

causes of social problems, including early childhood development (Saxon, 2005). Pifer was an 

early promoter of educational television, steering the Carnegie Corporation’s work in 

establishing the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, home to PBS and Sesame Street. Pifer led 
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the Carnegie Foundation with high standards of excellence and accountability: “I have always 

felt, however, that, because they are such privileged institutions and because they have so much 

potential for unusual service to the society, foundations should be judged by a higher standard” 

(Pifer, 1997, p. 3).  

Pifer’s leadership of the Carnegie Corporation and Carnegie Foundation compelled him 

to consider the future of the struggling Carnegie Foundation. He approached the boards of both, 

and both affirmed the viability of Carnegie Foundation’s mission. The Corporation agreed to 

fund major projects of the Carnegie Foundation in hopes of revitalizing its work. Pifer asked 

Clark Kerr, then president of the University of California, to lead a special commission devoted 

to the issue of financing higher education (Douglass, 2005). 

To understand Kerr’s leadership within the Carnegie Foundation, one must explore the 

path he took to leading the Council. Kerr came to Carnegie Foundation after his tenure as the 

Chancellor of the University of California. He led the University of California system for nearly 

nine years. During this time, he rapidly increased enrollment, expanded programs, and opened 

three new campuses. He was widely regarded as “one of the truly great stars of American higher 

education” (Douglass, 2005, p. 2). Given his leadership acumen among university systems, he 

was a sought-after voice in American higher education (Douglass, 2005). In 1963, he delivered a 

series of lectures on what he called the multiversity which “were a tour de force, an acute 

observation on the condition, strengths, and weaknesses of America’s burgeoning universities” 

(Douglass, 2005, p. 2). 

Everything changed in 1966 when Ronald Reagan won the governorship of California. 

Reagan, gravely concerned about the student unrest at college campuses throughout the state 

(chiefly at Berkeley), wanted to clean up what he deemed to be an embarrassing mess. One of 
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Reagan’s first actions was to pressure the University of California Board of Regents to end 

Kerr’s tenure (Douglass, 2005).  Kerr was fired on January 20, 1967, ending a 38-year affiliation 

with the university that began with working as a graduate student. Upon his firing, he famously 

remarked, “I leave the university as I entered it, fired with enthusiasm” (as cited in Douglass, 

2005, p. 2).  

The firing sent shockwaves through American higher education, and offers came pouring 

in (Douglass, 2005). But it was a call from Pifer, president of the Carnegie Corporation and the 

Carnegie Foundation that piqued his interested and led him to the Carnegie Foundation. Twelve 

years prior, Pifer’s predecessor at the Carnegie Foundation, John W. Gardner, worked with Kerr 

(then Chancellor at UC Berkeley) to establish a research center on higher education, funded by 

the Carnegie Corporation. This partnership led to a wave of research on state higher education 

systems (Douglass, 2005). Pifer, in the same vein, asked Kerr to help establish what became the 

Carnegie Commission on Higher Education (Douglass, 2005). The Commission planned to 

investigate vital issues facing higher education, fueled by the belief that American higher 

education was vital to the country’s social and economic future. Original Commission 

membership consisted of 14 women and men. Six were college and university presidents and 

also Carnegie Foundation trustees. The Commission’s purpose was to “speak about higher 

education to the American people, to their elected and appointed officials and to the academic 

community itself” (Pifer, 1979, p. 25). The result was 23 Commission reports, 60 sponsored 

research projects, and 23 technical reports. Upon reflection on the Commission’s work, Pifer 

(1979) wrote that the Commission “directly influenced the spending of several billions of dollars 

of public funds for higher education” (p. 26).   
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In 1973, a similar approach was taken to revitalize the mission of the Carnegie 

Foundation. The Carnegie Council on Policy Studies in Higher Education was established (Pifer, 

1979). The Council began its work in 1974. Designed as a source of usable knowledge, it dealt 

with the following: 

 Problems of finance in an area of apparent educational depression  

 Problems of curriculum 

 Problems of movement from school to work and back again 

 Problems of conflict resolution within the university 

 Problems of access 

 Problems of medical education. (Pifer, 1979, p. 144) 

It included then chancellor of SUNY Ernest Boyer and took over the role as the chief 

operating arm of the Carnegie Foundation, publishing 14 reports, seven sponsored-research 

projects, and 23 technical reports (Douglass, 2005).  

In assessing its influence, the Commission and Council created a wealth of detailed 

thinking on the operation, funding, and role of America’s higher education institutions. Both 

groups helped build a higher education community in America and were instrumental in 

establishing important resources such as Change Magazine in 1969 and the Association for the 

Study of Higher Education in 1976 and its journal, Review of Higher Education. The 

Commission and Council fostered the career paths of a new generation of higher education 

leaders and practitioners (Douglass, 2005). One of those leaders, who became the successor to 

Kerr, was Ernest Boyer. Boyer, like Kerr, was a new generation of higher education 

administrator, the leader of a state system. His leadership and experience as U.S. Commissioner 

of Education paved the way for his selection as the Carnegie Foundation’s next president. Alan 
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Pifer and Clark Kerr retired from their respective roles in 1979. The Board of Trustees of the 

Carnegie Foundation selected Boyer to lead it into the future. Pifer (1979) had a hopeful 

perspective on Boyer’s appointment: “I could not be more pleased at the selection of Mr. Boyer 

by the board of trustees. I have long admired his great qualities of mind and lively imagination, 

and I predict that he will lead the Foundation to new heights of distinction” (p. 3). It was an 

opportunity for Boyer to pursue a bold and challenging agenda for American higher education. 

American higher education was now an industry in nearly every sense (Veblen, 1918). Boyer 

took the helm at the Carnegie Foundation in tumultuous and controversial times for higher 

education institutions and their administration, faculty, and students. Boyer’s appointment was 

largely an acknowledgement by the Carnegie Foundation of these issues. The estates of higher 

education were facing challenging and uncertain times. Bold yet steady leadership was essential 

to guiding American higher education through its Great Transformation. As Boyer’s predecessor 

wrote, “Like a major earthquake that exposes the layers below the surface, so higher education 

was forced to display its substructures and recognize that it had them” (Kerr, 1991, p. 109).  

Initially, the Great Transformation brought about an intense sense of challenge and fear. 

With the rapid growth in enrollment due to accommodation and access through initiatives such 

as the GI Bill, the challenge was how to accommodate the influx as well (Kerr, 1991). The fear 

was how to maintain quality. With such growth came a few surprises, including the rise of 

political activism, what Kerr referred to as negative counter-reactions, and the establishment of 

the cartel by OPEC. Higher education outgrew the labor market. “The public turned against the 

campus, and the campus, in part, turned against itself” (Kerr, 1991, p. 110). Growth quickly gave 

way to political and economic survival (Kerr, 1991).  
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The result of the great transformation and the estate structure was the decline of self-

governing public campuses, giving way to the statewide systems like those that Kerr and Boyer 

led.  By 1980, only four states in the country did not have a statewide system of public higher 

education. The administrative estate shifted dynamically in the Great Transformation. A 

blueprint for mass higher education was drawn, hallmarked with access and affordability (Kerr, 

1991).  

Amid the ever-expanding university system, the Great Transformation of American 

higher education occurred during one of America’s most dynamic social and cultural periods 

(Boyer, 1966). Consider the following critical events:  

 The Civil Rights Movement, which occurred approximately from 1950-1980, 

resonated with the college campus. Universities were often at the epicenter of the 

discourse. Protests on both sides occurred on the American campus, and the 

integration of college campuses became a crucial symbol of the Movement (The 

Report of the President’s Commission on Campus Unrest, 1970).  

 Specifically, the integration of the University of Mississippi in September 1962 

served as a symbol of the convergence of Civil Rights and the college campus. 

James Meredith was escorted by U.S. Marshalls to enroll as the first Black student 

at the University of Mississippi (“Ole Miss”), despite the Mississippi governor’s 

opposition. Deadly riots ensued for days (Meredith, 1966).  

 President John F. Kennedy delivered an address on Civil Rights to the nation in 

1963, paving the way for the eventual signing by President Lyndon B. Johnson of 

the Civil Rights Act of 1965 (United States Department of Justice, 1965).  
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 The Free Speech Movement (1964-1965) was born and the college campus, 

specifically the University of California at Berkeley, became a symbolic presence 

(Burner, 1966).   

 The Vietnam War (1955-1975) and the U.S. escalation (1963-1969) were highly 

controversial, and the center of the cultural debate was the college campus 

(Boyer, 1966; Fallon, 1965).  

 The Women’s Rights Movement of the 1960s, drawing inspiration from the Civil 

Rights Movement, found grassroots traction on the college campus (Lansley, 

2004).  

 May 4, 1970, was a boiling point of the cultural wars in America. Students 

protesting many things—chiefly President Nixon’s decision to invade 

Cambodia—were gunned down by National Guardsmen, killing four students and 

wounding nine at Kent State University. Hundreds of thousands of students 

nationwide went on strike from their colleges and universities (Gitlin, 1993).  

The cultural shifts in America were evident on the college campus. In many ways, they 

were lightning rods. With the tumult, the faculty and student body in America faced an uncertain 

future.  

Faculty 

The growing pains of American higher education’s boom in the Great Transformation 

brought about uncertain times for its faculty. In a Carnegie Commission report in 1973, during a 

time when higher education in America was still trying to make sense of the student activism of 

the 1960s, the Commission reported,  
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The 1960s were marked by student dissent and student organization. The 1970s may 

equally be marked by faculty dissent and faculty organization. The decade of the student 

may be followed by the decade of the faculty. The locus of activism is shifting. (Carnegie 

Commission on Higher Education, 1973, p. 39) 

This fear of dissent and organization was not unfounded. Faculty had much to be 

concerned about as the 1960s came to a close. Among the concerns of faculty in the Great 

Transformation were 

 salaries, 

 budgetary support, 

 workload, 

 student influence on decision-making, 

 external authority influence, and 

 promotion and tenure (Kerr, 1991). 

A common means of managing risk in such tumultuous times is to organize. The Great 

Transformation saw an explosion of faculty unionization. In 1968, there were approximately 

10,000 faculty members of bargaining units. In just five years, this number ballooned to 75,000 

(Carnegie Commission, 1973).  

A primary concern of faculty in the organizing experiment was the protection and 

promotion of tenure. The student activism of the 1960s brought the issue of tenure into question. 

“Hardly has the practice of tenure become well established, however, before it has met a 

widespread attack” (Carnegie Commission, 1973, p. 53).  It was a timely question, as the 1960s 

was the single largest tenured decade in the history of American higher education. Known as the 
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“1960s faculty,” this cohort was be “the largest single seniority block in faculty councils until the 

year 2000,” (Carnegie Commission, 1973, p. 54).  

The student activism of the 1960s found the faculty in a difficult position. On many 

college campuses, they were considered part of a system that was broken and oppressive. 

However, the faculty was not a simplistic, homogeneous group (Boruch, 1969). Many shied 

away from the riotous behavior. Others embraced it, joining the students in an effort to 

demonstrate solidarity. Simultaneously, faculty members were challenged with a more 

emboldened student body that was increasingly more diverse. Students now increasingly came to 

their lecture halls from ethnic minority groups and comprised diverse ages (Levine, 1980). 

Largely, faculty members were like many are now, consumed with their teaching loads and 

research agendas.  

Students 

The student social activism of the 1960s and 1970s provided a symbolic image of the 

Great Transformation. In fact, it was more symbolic than pervasive. The lingering stereotype of 

the 1960s student was an angry activist (Boyer, 1966). However, in 1969, only 28 percent of 

college students had participated in a demonstration of any type while in college (Levine, 1980). 

Although not a majority, it was the most vocal minority in American higher education’s history. 

The activism of the 1960s was very much about the following question: “Can the idea of the 

university as a center of learning and free intellect survive in the age of bureaucratic structure, 

the age of the ‘multiversity’?” (Howe, 1965, p. xii). The student activists were not simply 

protesting the policies of Washington. They were protesting the very institutions in which they 

were enrolled, which the Captains of Erudition built. The students were fighting for rights, 

freedoms, and responsibilities to which they felt they were entitled (Boyer, 1966, 1967a).  
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Kerr (1991), who had a front row seat to the Berkeley protests, attempted to analyze the 

student movements through his background as a scholar in labor economics. He found parallels 

between the labor movement of the early 20
th

 century and the student movement of the 1960s. 

The student movement of the 1960s, although volatile and uncertain, did not produce the 

transformation that students hoped. “Once again the American system proved its stability and its 

ability to absorb, adapt to, and contain the student movement as it had the labor movement” 

(Kerr, 1991, p. 111).  Students, in Kerr’s estimation, had excessive expectations about the 

impacts they could have and were going to have on American society. He continued, “While 

they hoped for too much, reaction elements in society almost equally feared too much—thus 

demonstrating a lack of faith in the secure future of their society” (Kerr, 1991, p. 111).  Boyer 

was more optimistic. While careful to denounce the unfortunate violence and destruction that 

accompanied some of the protesting, he found the passion of the students hopeful (Kerr, 1991).  

Despite the inability to bring about the radical change student activists demanded, there 

were some changes (Kerr, 1991). Academic reform was one response to student activism 

resulting in fewer required courses, more student-demanded courses (Black and women’s 

studies, for example). Liberal education gave way to specialization (Levine, 1980).  

Gradually, students shifted their motivations for attending college. Studies were 

conducted by the Carnegie Foundation on undergraduates in 1969 and then again in 1976 to 

determine what students felt was essential from a college experience (Levine, 1980). The 1969 

cohort’s top responses included learning to get along with others and forming values and goals. 

In the span of seven years, the 1976 cohort had a much different perspective, citing the need to 

grasp a specific field to be trained for an occupation. Levine (1980) referred to this trend as 

“vocamania” (p. 62).  
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The composition of the student body during the Great Transformation changed 

significantly. High-achieving traditional students from wealthy families are still more likely to 

attend college, as they did nearly exclusively in American higher education’s infancy (Levine, 

1980; Rudolph, 1990). However, during the Great Transformation, there were substantial 

increases in traditionally underrepresented minority groups-African Americans, women, and 

adults over the age of 25 (Levine, 1980).  

Levine (1980) also chronicled the shift in student character during this time. When 

surveyed on how students have changed since 1969-1970, student affairs administrators said that 

students were more career-oriented, better groomed, more materially oriented, more concerned 

with self, and more practical.  

At the end of Kerr’s Great Transformation in 1980, college students had a sense that 

things were “falling apart.” Kerr lamented that “today’s college students live in a time when 

dreams and heroes have died” (Levine, 1980, p. 26). In sum, college students in the Great 

Transformation gradually became optimistic about their personal futures but pessimistic about 

the future of the country (Levine, 1980). In many ways, they resembled college students of every 

generation, predominantly White men of upper-middle class background. However, generations 

of students in America have cycled through periods of individual ascendancy verses community 

ascendancy (Levine, 1980). The catalyst for change in this cycle has been war, as observed by 

Levine (1980). In the wake of America’s wars, college students were less activist, more 

moderate, more socially oriented, more liberal, and more religious (Levine, 1980).  

“The post-1960s college generation has endured restlessness for a longer period than any 

other group in this century,” wrote Levine (1980, p. 126). It was also the largest generation to 

enter higher education (Levine, 1980). Levine prescribed an education for this generation that 
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exhibits four distinctive qualities: what we now refer to as transferrable skills, an emphasis on 

the common good of humanity, a fostering of values and ethics, and an attention to student 

learning beyond mere vocational development.  

In Boyer’s estimation, this individualized restlessness was far more dangerous to society 

than any fiery college campus protest. He was a lonely voice amid a frustrated class of university 

leaders who found the student activism unfounded and disruptive.  

Summary 

This chapter examined the accomplishments of Ernest Boyer and surveyed the landscape 

of American higher education in the 1960s to 1990s, specifically highlighting critical events and 

policies.  This chapter also provided a framework through which to explore Boyer’s career in 

higher education. Much of Boyer’s career occurred during the “Great Transformation” in higher 

education (Kerr, 1991).  In this chapter, the origins of higher education administration were 

considered. Also, the first generation of university presidents, called the Captains of Erudition 

(Veblen, 1918), paved the way for the “Carnegie generation,” a reform-minded group of 

presidents. Implications for faculty and students during the Great Transformation were explored.   
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This study examined Ernest L. Boyer’s life (1928-1995), career, and influence on higher 

education.  Despite Boyer’s distinguished record as SUNY Chancellor, U.S. Commissioner of 

Education, and president of the Carnegie Foundation, little scholarship has focused on the 

historical impact of his influence.    

This chapter outlines the study’s methodological approach, including methods employed 

in both historical and social science research. Guiding research questions, as mentioned in 

Chapter 1, focused the study. This chapter also outlines the research design, explaining how data 

was collected and analyzed for the study. 

This study is a life history (Denzin, 1989) of Ernest L. Boyer’s career and influence in 

higher education.  According to Denzin (1989), “life histories attempt to find out how something 

happened in the life of a person or a group” (p. 185).  By exploring Boyer’s early life and 

influences, his educational journey, his relationships, and his career as a higher education 

administrator, unique insight are offered into the life of a prominent educational reformer.  Life 

histories involve “the studied use and collection of personal-life documents, stories, accounts, 

and narratives which describe turning point moments in individuals’ lives” (Denzin, 1989, p. 13).  

Biographies are narrative expressions of life experiences.  

Previous biographical literature (Jacobsen, 2000; Carnegie Foundation, 1996) have either 
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explored Boyer as a man of faith or Boyer as an educational leader.  Previous theses or 

dissertations on Boyer have primarily focused on one of Boyer’s four domains of scholarship 

(Baker, 2001; Creighton, 2006; Fester, 2009; Wade, 2008) or campus community (Byrd, 2007).  

These studies contain pertinent information for this study, but the majority of data falls outside 

the scope of this dissertation. Boyer was a well-known leader and educator whose life and 

thought have not been well-researched.  

This is the first biographical dissertation about Ernest Boyer.  No study has explored his 

life, his relationships, or his influence on higher education in this manner.  This study fills a gap 

in the literature by examining Boyer’s role as an educational leader amid a critical season in 

American higher education.  

Goals of this study included discovering and analyzing why Boyer rose to such 

prominence in American higher education.  It is also hoped that key events in higher education 

history will illuminate Boyer’s role while being “at the table.”  He was an influential voice when 

important decisions were made regarding higher education (Bradley & Smith, 1995).  By 

understanding the impact of his familial and educational background, his faith, and his personal 

relationships, one will more clearly understand Ernest Boyer, the leader. Another goal of this 

study was to understand how Boyer’s private higher education pedigree informed his work in the 

public education sphere.  

In order to pursue these goals, this study focused on “critical or key events” (Wolcott, 

1994, p. 19) of Boyer’s life drawn from archival research and review of primary and secondary 

sources of literature.  This necessitated a certain degree of selectivity as “no researcher as 

fieldworker can ever hope to get the whole story down to every detail, no researcher as author 

can ever expect to tell the whole story either” (Wolcott, 1994, p. 17).  Employing qualitative 
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research methods, I discovered relevant data to analyze and interpret meaning from Boyer’s 

personal correspondences and artifacts, speech transcripts, and published works.  Qualitative 

research, as defined by Denzin (1996), is “multimethod in focus, involving an interpretive, 

naturalistic approach to its subject matter” (p. 129). He continued, “Qualitative research involves 

the studied use and collection of case-study, personal experience, introspective, life-story, 

interview, observational, historical, interactional, and visual texts which describe routing and 

problematic moments and meanings in individual lives” (p. 129). 

Historiography 

This research also leaned heavily upon historical methodology, or historiography. 

Historiography “emerges as an endeavor inextricably linked with Western culture” (Breisach, 

1983, p. 404). Historians play a key role in the ever present Western struggle of reconciling the 

tension of change and continuity (Breisach, 1983). Historiography illuminates both dynamic 

shifts and constant threads, warring against a simplistic understanding of the past and striving for 

a deeper complexity. This is true of this study, an attempt to recapture the past, collecting and 

analyzing key events, people, and policies of Boyer’s career. 

Within an educational context, historical research is “a process of systematically 

searching for data to answer questions about a phenomenon for the purpose of gaining a better 

understanding of present institutions, practices, and trends and issues in education” (Gall, Gall, 

& Borg, 1996, p. 644). I began this collection of archival data at the Ernest L. Boyer Center at 

Messiah College in Grantham, Pennsylvania.  The Boyer Center has tens of thousands of 

personal artifacts, speech transcripts, personal correspondences, and published works written by 

or about Boyer.  I also analyzed Boyer’s published works and reviewed articles, books, and 

dissertations on Boyer. This informed a narrative thread of selected aspects of his life and career 
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in higher education.  

Life histories assume an integrated relationship between an individual’s context and his 

or her understanding of the world. Life histories, therefore, provide a means to “examine and 

analyze the subjective experiences of individuals and their constructions of the social world” 

(M.C. Jones, 1983, p. 147).  Boyer’s experiences in higher education reform offered a unique 

perspective into the history and policy reform of American higher education.  

Jones (1983) provided five criteria for qualitative life history research. First, life histories 

must analyze development of an individual within the world. Second, life histories should 

include the impact of others in transmitting social knowledge. Third, cultural assumptions should 

be defined and analyzed. Fourth, life histories must span a long period of time to analyze 

personal development within the individual. Finally, the relationship between the individual’s 

life and the surrounding cultural context should be addressed. These criteria have been 

incorporated in the research design and data analysis for this study.  

Guiding Research Questions 

To this end, the following questions were explored in this study.  

1. What were the critical events, influences, roles, and experiences in Ernest Boyer’s life, 

and how did they inform his career in higher education?   

2. How did Boyer synthesize his private higher education pedigree and his religious views 

with his very public role in higher education? 

Research Design 

To these ends, qualitative methodology was employed to examine Boyer’s career.  This 

provided a multimethod focus, including personal experience, life-story, interview, historical, 

and archival texts (Denzin, 1996). Upon analysis of these texts, I discovered “critical or key 
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events” (Wolcott, 1994) of Boyer’s life.  Boyer’s life and career spanned three decades and 

multiple roles. The sheer volume of material available required a certain degree of selectivity, as 

“no researcher as fieldworker can ever hope to get the whole story down to every detail, no 

researcher as author can ever expect to tell the whole story either” (Wolcott, 1994, p. 17).  By 

implementing both qualitative and historical methodology, I explored these critical events to 

interpret meaning of Boyer’s life and career, illuminating important moments in educational 

history.  

Both primary and secondary sources were used in this study. Primary sources are those 

created by persons who were present or involved in the events relevant to this study. This 

includes documents, relics, and records (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2005). Secondary sources are one 

degree removed as persons not present or involved provide a third party interpretation of critical 

events in Boyer’s life and work. Life history studies also provide for a holistic analysis, 

incorporating data from both personal and professional documents. Boyer’s personal artifacts as 

well as his professional publications were analyzed.  

Archival data collection was primarily conducted at the Ernest L. Boyer Center at 

Messiah College in Grantham, Pennsylvania.  I made a preliminary three-day trip in January 

2012 to the Ernest L. Boyer Center, and I returned in January 2013 to continue research. There I 

met the archivists assigned to the center, toured the facility, and began to gather data on Boyer’s 

early life and his career in higher education. The staff at the Center introduced me to the 

archive’s tens of thousands of personal artifacts, speech transcripts, personal correspondences, 

and published works written by Boyer or about Boyer.  The Center staff were in the final stages 

of digitizing the entire archive. While there I was able to conduct an archival database search and 

transfer digital files to an external hard drive. Those files were arranged into digital folders 
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grouped by critical events of Boyer’s life. This organization allowed for a more effective 

analysis.  

I also analyzed Boyer’s published works and their reaction by other scholars to help 

develop a narrative thread of selected aspects of his life and career in higher education. These 

works were grouped into critical events of Boyer’s life. They were analyzed for trustworthiness, 

relevance, and salience to the specific study of Boyer’s life experiences as they relate to higher 

education.  

Finally, while at the Ernest L. Boyer Center in January, 2013, I discovered typed 

transcripts of oral interviews conducted among Boyer’s friends, family members, and colleagues. 

Specifically, Merle Brubacher, a longtime friend and colleague of Boyer’s, interviewed 27 of 

Boyer’s childhood friends, relatives, and colleagues from his early career in southern California. 

These interviews took place in 2004. Richard Bonnabeau, a colleague of Boyer’s while at 

SUNY, interviewed Ernest’s wife Kay in 2003. In 2004 and 2005, he interviewed seven of 

Boyer’s closest colleagues during his most prominent roles at SUNY, the U.S. Department of 

Education, and the Carnegie Foundation. Collectively, these interviews comprise an oral history 

project sponsored by the Ernest L. Boyer Center at Messiah College. When I discovered these 

transcripts, they had not been catalogued by the Boyer Center. I am likely the first researcher to 

employ them in a scholarly study. These interviews were analyzed to mine data that will enrich 

and inform the critical events in Boyer’s life and career in higher education. Together, they 

illuminate lesser known aspects of Boyer’s life, specifically formative influences in his early life 

and career. They also provide insight on Boyer’s more well-known roles and studies.  
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Summary  

This chapter explored the methodology for this study, which included qualitative 

research, life history, historiography, and educational research methods. Guiding research 

questions and a research design were offered to frame and focus the study, which included data 

collection and analysis. Given Boyer’s prominence and relatively recent death, there is an 

overwhelming amount of data one could include. A sound methodological approach was critical 

to sift through the data to find relevant, salient information useful to this life history study.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

ERNEST BOYER’S EARLY LIFE AND CAREER 

Ernest Boyer is most known for his roles as former chancellor of SUNY (1971-1977), 

United States Commissioner of Education during the Carter administration (1977-1979), and 

President of the Carnegie Foundation (1979-1995). Given the lack of historical research on 

Boyer’s life, little is known of his early life and career. What contributed to his development as a 

scholar, administrator, education reformer, devoted Christian, husband, and parent? What events 

in his early life and career influenced his emergence as one of the most influential leaders in 20
th

 

century higher education (Bradley & Smith, 1995; Carnegie Foundation, 1996; Coye, 1997, 

Reid-Wallace, n.d.)?      

Specifically, this chapter explores Boyer’s early life, the development of his Christian 

faith, and his primary influences during his formative years. It also explored his formal education 

and identified key individuals and events that shaped his childhood, young adulthood, and 

chosen career.  Also, this chapter examines his brief stint as a Brethren pastor, his graduate 

studies at the University of Southern California, and his early career in higher education to 

observe how his diverse educational pedigree and professional life shaped Boyer, the scholar and 

administrator.  
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Early Life (1928-1944) 

 The years of childhood are undoubtedly formative. Trajectories are set. People and 

experiences mark one’s mind and soul, forming belief systems, worldviews, passions, and 

interests. Ernest Boyer’s childhood was no exception. The people and experiences of “Ernie,” the 

young boy, instilled distinct values, formed salient beliefs, and fostered a servant’s heart, a 

tireless work ethic, and an undying love for learning. Together, they prepared Boyer to be one of 

the most well-known education leaders in the country during the 20
th

 century (Bradley & Smith, 

1995; Carnegie Foundation, 1996; Coye, 1997, Reid-Wallace, n.d.).  

Ernest Boyer was born on September 13, 1928, to Clarence William Boyer and Ethel 

Marie Boyer in Dayton, Ohio. Ernest entered a family with modest means and a hopeful future. 

His father, Clarence, had been a bright student with a wide range of interests. He finished high 

school, a rare feat for members of the Plain Church (a Quaker-Mennonite-Brethren denomination 

with Pennsylvania Dutch roots). According to Boyer’s wife Kay, Clarence would have loved to 

attend college, but “that was pretty much unheard of. He then became a business man. And he 

was successful. But he was totally self-educated . . . a Renaissance man. He knew everything” 

(K. Boyer, 2003, p. 8).  

As a young bachelor, Clarence started an office supply business. His father, William, 

founded a mission in Dayton, which employed a young woman named Ethel. Clarence and Ethel 

fell in love and were married on April 2 (year unknown), which also happened to be their joint 

birthday (Holland, 2004). Starting and sustaining a business at the advent of the Great 

Depression was a risky endeavor. Boyer’s parents courageously ran their business out of their 

home (Goldberg, 1995). It was truly a family affair, remembered Boyer. It took “the effort of the 
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entire family to make it pay. Some of my earliest memories are working with my brother in the 

basement where we packed boxes full of greeting cards” (Boyer, n.d.c, p. 3).  

When Clarence was not building his business, he was pursuing numerous hobbies. For 

example, he had an insatiable curiosity illustrated in his pursuit of a life goal to meet Albert 

Einstein. He traveled to Princeton to meet the renowned physicist to pose an equation to him 

with deep theological implications: nuclear weapons plus X = peace. At Princeton, he waited in 

the hallway until Einstein emerged from his office. Boldly walking up to the world’s most 

popular genius, he introduced himself and posed his query (Holland, 2004). Unfortunately, no 

historical records provide Einstein’s response.  

Clarence and Ethel were devout Christians, actively involved in the Brethren church. 

Clarence served as a lay minister, preaching often (Blakkletter & Blakkletter, 2004). Devout 

though they were, they refused to adhere to tradition in the practice of their faith. Fred Holland, 

who married Ernest’s cousin, Grace, remembered Clarence as a bit of a rebel in the church 

(Holland, 2004). Conservative Anabaptist-rooted congregations traditionally are suspicious of 

the world outside the church community and, therefore, keep themselves intentionally and 

cautiously separate. Clarence and Ethel refused to succumb to this historic pressure. This 

cautious heritage did not stand in the way of Ernest’s thirst for knowledge and interest in the 

broader world nor did it hinder Clarence and Ethel’s desire to nurture Ernest in a well-rounded 

manner. Ernest Boyer would later reflect,  

My main glimpse into a larger world was found in the case of books at one end of the 

living room. In it was the Bible, a set of encyclopedias, my father’s books on business . . . 

there was the National Geographic. I spent hour after hour with this magazine. (Boyer, 

n.d.c, p. 1).  
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Boyer’s love of books nurtured a passion for the world. Fortunately, Clarence and Ethel’s 

small business flourished, growing to include a typewriter shop. Their success afforded them the 

opportunity to travel far more than the average family growing up in the Great Depression. 

Ernest, with a penchant for organization and a thirst for knowledge, meticulously documented 

each trip he took, organizing the information into souvenir books.  

Ernest was instilled with a strong work ethic and a sense of gratitude from his parents. 

Daily he was confronted with the plight of others who fell victim to the Great Depression. His 

father’s success was not “old money” and was built from nothing to something with hard work 

from the entire family. He learned from his father crucial lessons of persistence, diligence, and 

hard work that would serve him well in some very trying times in his career. Ernest respected his 

parents, and continually strived to make his father proud. In Kay Boyer’s words, “[Clarence] was 

brilliant and had great expectations for Ernie who felt that he did not reach [Clarence’s] 

expectations. Ernie always had enormous respect and love for his father, and he wanted to honor 

his high standards” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 7). 

Where Clarence demanded excellence, Ethel took a gentler approach. She adored Ernie 

and his brothers and could always be counted on for an encouraging word. After a long and 

successful run as small business owners, Clarence and Ethel eventually sold their business and 

their home in Dayton and retired in Pennsylvania at a Brethren retirement village. Though 

Clarence did not always vocalize it to Ernest, he was proud of his son (Stump, 2004). A 

childhood friend, Bill Paugstadt, had high praise for Boyer’s parents: “I don’t think that any 

child could have had a better set of parents than Ernie had” (Paugstadt & Paugstadt, 2004, p. 1).  

This supportive yet challenging environment shaped Ernest Boyer into a successful 

leader. Raised amid the tension of living with financial wealth while surrounded by crippling 
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poverty, the Boyer family stressed the serving of others. For that, Ernest could thank Clarence’s 

father, the Reverend William Boyer.  

Ernest’s grandfather, William Boyer, was one of his most formative influences. Later in 

life when Ernest was a much sought after speaker, he would often refer to his grandfather as the 

most important person in his early years (Boyer, 1993e). Where his father Clarence was known 

for his financial success, William Boyer became known for his service. A minister in Dayton, 

Ohio, William founded and led the Dayton Mission for 33 years.  

Before starting the mission, William worked in a Pullman trolley-car manufacturing plant 

(Pawelski, 2004). There he was known for his kindness and compassion. On the factory line, 

William worked alongside two deaf brothers. In order to develop a friendship with them, he 

learned a simplistic form of sign language to communicate. He liked the interaction so much he 

taught it to his grandchildren (Pawelski, 2004).  

While his work at the Pullman factory paid the bills, William was never content. He had 

bigger plans to serve the entire city of Dayton. The place of his discontent was never money; it 

was service. And service required time. Devoutly Christian, he was burdened for those who were 

“lost.” His daily commute on foot took him across a bridge that provided an expansive view of 

the city of Dayton. He would often stop on this bridge, look at his city, and grieve for all of its 

residents who were not of the faith (Holland, 2004). He did what he could but had a nagging 

sense that there was something more. In 1901, William travelled to Chicago for the World’s Fair. 

As he sat in a movie theatre, he was stricken with conviction. What if the Lord returned while he 

was watching a movie? In the middle of the film, he stood up, walked out, and swore he would 

never attend something like that again (Holland, 2004).  
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Such experiences revealed a drive, devotion, and passion that compelled William to a life 

of simplicity and service. He was deeply concerned that his time on earth was faithful to the 

gospel. Extravagance was a vice that impeded the ministry. William never drove a car (Boyer, 

1980d), as walking was an opportunity to minister to people on his way. To William, a car 

isolated the individual, ignoring a suffering group of people in need of the Gospel. In 1912, at the 

age of 40, William left his stable income, moved his family into the heart of Dayton, and lived 

among the poor (Boyer, 1993e). He started the mission that became Ernest’s second home.  

William Boyer ran the mission on a tight budget. Initially, none of the staff were paid; 

they lived solely off donations from local farmers (Holland, 2004). Ever the careful steward, 

William was a great bookkeeper, always ensuring that all donations were spent and meticulously 

recorded. Given his ministerial role among the poor and homeless of the city, William also 

presided over numerous funerals (Holland, 2004). He kept a detailed record of those as well. By 

the end of his life, William had led over 1,400 funerals, providing dignity at the end of life for 

those many considered undignified.  

The residents of Dayton that subsisted on the mission’s charity were “a part of Ernie’s 

life” (Holland, 2004. P. 5).  It was at the Dayton Mission that Ernest encountered poverty and 

suffering. He attended services multiple times per week, worshipping with and serving people 

from all walks of life. In his childhood, Ernest heard hundreds of sermons delivered by his 

grandfather and stood by his side while he ministered to thousands. Bill Paugstadt, a friend of the 

Boyer family during this time, remembered William’s ministry:  

You knew that he walked with the Lord. There is no doubt because his eyes would 

literally shine as he preached. . . . You never ever saw him greet a person without the love 
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of Jesus shining through his eyes. People commented about that for many, many years. 

(Paugstadt & Paugstadt, 2004, p. 5)  

Under his grandfather’s tutelage, Ernest developed an appreciation for the spoken word. 

Ernest admired his grandfather immensely for his compassionate spirit, his way with children, 

and his ability to listen. In his own words, “Grandpa taught me by example lessons I could not 

have learned in any classroom. He taught me that God is central to all of life, and he taught me to 

be truly human, one must serve” (Boyer, 1993e, p. 3).  

William influenced Ernest toward a “people centered life” (Goldberg, 1995, p. 46). Those 

qualities that he admired in his grandfather are the very things for which he is now remembered. 

Ernest’s friends and relatives all attested to how alike Ernest and William were. Ernest’s cousin 

Grace remembered that “Ernie had his grandfather’s personality. . . . his ability to relate to 

people . . . his good sense of humor” (Holland, 2004, p. 1).  

The Boyer family influenced Ernest’s commitment to service and his drive for 

excellence. It emerged in his career as a commitment to both excellence and access (K. Boyer, 

2003; Goldberg, 1995). Lester Mosebrook, former student and friend, reflected, “It was a sound 

Christian family that really made him the person he was” (Mosebrook, 2004, p. 4). Ernest 

Boyer’s faith tradition was formative. The Boyers were a close-knit, devout family who took 

very seriously the responsibility to be charitable to others.  

This was the family and church home of Ernest Boyer the child. Just four days before his 

seventh birthday (September 9, 1935), Ernest was baptized in the Miami River by Isaac Engle 

(Brethren in Christ, 1977). Nearly three years later, when he came of age in the eyes of the 

Brethren in Christ Church, he officially became a member (Brethren in Christ, 1977). These 
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were milestones of a faith that would remain central to Boyer’s own family and professional life, 

one in which he integrated his grandfather’s service with his father’s success.  

Throughout his career, Boyer spoke fondly of his early schooling in numerous speeches. 

He recalled his schooldays being filled with whimsy, inspiration, and some anxiety. His 

elementary school in Dayton, Fairview Elementary, provided ample opportunity in all three: 

“Fairview Elementary was not free. Each day’s schedule was precise. It never varied. . . . The 

classroom could be a fearful place, but it could be a place of joy, too. It all depended on the 

teacher” (Boyer, n.d.c, p. 5). The personal experience of a teacher at the center of his education 

helped shaped what would later become an unapologetically teacher-focused agenda for 

education reform. He often spoke of great teaching and its relationship to great education. One 

example is noted:  

First of all, every great teacher I had knew their subject. They were well informed. 

Second, every great teacher I had knew their students. They knew how to relate the 

knowledge of their discipline to the readiness of children in the classroom. Third, every 

great teacher I had created classrooms that were active, not passive. And finally, every 

great teacher that I had was an authentic, appealing human being. They were three-

dimensional. They were willing to say, ‘I don’t know.’ They laughed; they cried. They 

became not just a great teacher but a good and trusted friend. (Boyer, 1993e, p. 9)  

To Ernest Boyer, a teacher had the potential to foster a sense of “fascination, when my 

urge to learn was driven by a sense of mystery or wonder” (Boyer, n.d.c, 13). It became the 

cornerstone of his educational policy, and it all began with the first teacher he ever had.   

Ernest’s first day at Fairview Elementary with Miss Rice in first grade was one of his 

favorite stories to tell. It was a warm day in the fall of 1934. Ernest and his mother were on their 
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way to the school. Boyer, the eager and naïve boy he was, asked his mother, “Will I learn to read 

today?” His mother gently replied, “No, not today, but you will before the year is out” (Boyer, 

1993e, p. 8). Boyer, unfazed, approached the two-story brick schoolhouse and found Miss Rice’s 

class lined up outside. The warning bell rang, and the class marched into its respective room, and 

in Boyer’s words, “immediately, we set to work” (Boyer, n.d.c, p. 2).  

He remembered his first encounter with Miss Rice vividly:  

There she stood, half human, half divine, my first grade teacher. I was sure that in the 

afternoon she ascended into heaven and the next day came down to teach the class. She 

looked at twenty-eight frightened, awestruck, anticipating children and said, “Good 

morning, class. Today we learn to read.” (Boyer, 1993e, p. 8)  

And learn to read he did. He left his first day with the ability to read four simple words: 

“I go to school” (Boyer, n.d.c., p. 2). Boyer and his classmates traced them, sang them, and 

recited them. When the end-of-day bell rang, Ernest ran home to his mother, took out a piece of 

crumpled paper from his pocket, flattened it, and enthusiastically proclaimed to his mother, 

“Today I learned to read!” (Boyer, n.d.d, para. 4).  

This experience of education fulfilling more than expected never left him. Miss Rice 

instilled his interest in language and writing (Goldberg, 1995), and Boyer tirelessly used his 

platform to promote language at the center of the curriculum. This was no coincidence. Boyer 

himself attributed his views to “the influence of an unremembered first grade teacher at Fairview 

Elementary School. . . . Great teachers live forever” (Boyer, 1993e, p. 8). His first day with Miss 

Rice provided the symbol of educational reform that shaped his agenda: “If I had one wish, it 

would be that every child during his or her first day of school would hear some teacher say: 

‘Good morning class. Today we learn to read’” (Boyer, n.d.d, para. 13).  
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Ernest Boyer loved learning yet never felt he excelled as a student. His wife, Kay, 

believed it was due to his father’s extremely high standards (K. Boyer, 2003). He worked hard, 

received good marks, and continuously sought to win his father’s approval. Miss Rice had 

instilled within Boyer a thirst for learning, but another teacher came along to instill within him a 

confidence to pursue academics as a career.  

The critical moment in Boyer’s life occurred in a passing conversation in the halls of 

Boyer’s high school in Dayton, Ohio. His 11
th

 grade history teacher, Mr. Carlton Wittlinger, had 

just dismissed his class. Boyer enjoyed Mr. Wittlinger’s class and felt it brought history back to 

life (Goldberg, 1995). As students were filing out of the classroom, Mr. Wittlinger stopped 

Ernest to share what he probably thought was merely a small compliment. To Boyer, it was life-

changing. He said, “Ernest, you’re doing pretty well. You keep this up, you just might be a 

student” (Boyer, 1993e, p. 8). Boyer was elated and referred to it as the “highest academic 

accolade I’d had. . . . He redirected my thinking at a time when I wasn’t sure who I was or what I 

would like to become” (Boyer, 1993e, p. 8). That small pep talk would be the catalyst Ernest 

needed to emerge as a leader among his peers in college and grow into a global leader among 

educators. 

Teachers, to Boyer, had the distinct privilege of empowering the mind and the soul of 

students. They changed Boyer’s life, and he devoted much of his career to providing that same 

experience for others.  

College Years (1944-1950) 

In the fall of 1944, at the age of 16, Ernest Boyer enrolled in his junior year of high 

school at Messiah College, a high school academy and two-year college located in Grantham, 

Pennsylvania. Founded in 1909 as Messiah Bible School and Missionary Training Program, 
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Messiah added the first two-year college degree in the state of Pennsylvania in 1920. Boyer’s 

first semester tuition and fees totaled $150.50 (Messiah College, 1944).  

Boyer’s first term at Messiah was arguably the most important three months of his life. 

His first week on campus, Kathryn “Kay” Tyson, the woman who would become his wife, 

remembered Ernest quickly emerging as a favorite among the female students. In her words, “the 

girls were all beginning to notice and comment about him. In the large bathroom that we all 

shared, someone walked in and loudly said ‘Boy, did you see that cute Ernie Boyer?’” (K. Boyer, 

2003, p. 16). Kay was at Messiah as a 15-year-old high school student. She attended Messiah to 

fulfill her ambition to be a serious student, not looking for love. Ernest, on the other hand, 

arrived at Messiah with a firm suggestion from his mother to use his experience away from home 

to find a good young lady (Reid-Wallace, n.d.).  

One day in the beginning of the fall 1944 semester, Kay was on her way across campus to 

register for classes. As she approached the doors of the registration lounge, she noticed a 

handsome man holding the door open for her. That man was Ernest Boyer (K. Boyer, 2003).  

The next day, Ernest and Kay met on the dining room stairs. Kay, desperately searching 

for a topic of conversation to extend her time with Ernest, asked if he would take her place for 

her assigned kitchen duty shift. He replied, “No, but I would like to ask you to do something for 

me. Would you go with me to the all-school dinner on Friday night?” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 16). 

She was amazed that a “simple farm girl with a lot of freckles” would be noticed by a “more 

sophisticated city boy” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 16).  

A few weeks later, Ernest wrote a letter to his brother Bill, recounting this budding 

relationship. He wrote that he “took Miss Kathryn Tyson, a junior, from Frappe, Pennsylvania, to 
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both the formal dinner and the L.S.A. party” (Boyer, 1944b, para. 5). It was the beginning of a 

six year courtship that led to a 45 year-long marriage.  

Ernest spent his college years immersed in studies, choral activities, and local church 

ministry (Boyer, 1944b). Throughout all his engagements, Boyer began to hone and develop his 

love for the spoken word. He delivered his first sermon at Messiah. He wrote about the 

experience to his brother William: “I suppose you heard I gave my first sermon the other 

Sunday. I really enjoyed it and was not as scared as I thought I would be” (Boyer, n.d.b, para. 9). 

He was the designated speaker for the college chorus, providing sermons on the Christian faith 

within the musical performances. It was helpful practice for a man who would deliver hundreds 

of speeches and sermons in his lifetime. He was devoted to learning and, due to his father’s 

business, was one of the few students to have access to a typewriter (K. Boyer, 2003). He was 

good student at Messiah, earning mostly As and Bs.  

Ernest was, in most respects, the typical college student. He complained about the types 

of things most college students do, including homework. In a letter to his parents, he wrote what 

could be considered a universal mantra of the college student in America: “I’ve gained about 10 

lbs. so far. I am very low on money. My laundry and all is taking it down pretty fast. (Tell [his 

brother] Paul to write)” (Boyer, n.d.a, para. 10).  

Boyer was popular among his peers and his professors (K. Boyer, 2003). He was known, 

amid a student body of Christian pacifists, as a model peacemaker. He used his quick wit and 

charm to disarm tense situations. On one occasion, a student was making fun of Ernest’s 

notebook. He replied, “Well, it was used successfully by my brother; I figured maybe I could use 

it too” (Lehman & Lehman, 2004, p. 3). On another occasion, Ernest was playing basketball 

against his classmate, Galen Oakes. Boyer had the ball, and Galen aggressively went to steal it, 
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tripping Ernest and sending him crashing to the floor. Galen grabbed the ball and looked down at 

Boyer anxiously. Ernest simply smiled back at him, disarming any tension (Oakes & Oakes, 

2004).  

Although Boyer enjoyed his college experience immensely, it was a tense time to be a 

young man in the world. World War II wreaked its havoc and forced students raised in the peace 

tradition to consider their role. Most students at Messiah were conscientious objectors, refusing 

to enter combat due to their pacifism.  Boyer agreed yet felt compelled to contribute in some 

way. In the summer of 1946, Ernest participated in a service trip aboard a Liberty Ship, a 

humanitarian vessel funded by the Brethren Church. The ship transported animals to war-torn 

countries where the citizens who survived tried to pick up the pieces. Boyer and a friend 

travelled to Poland, delivering animals to a country still recovering from war’s devastating 

effects (K. Boyer, 2003). Kay spent most of the summer worrying about his safety: “He didn’t 

tell me all of the dangers. . . . They narrowly missed some mines in ocean crossings. . . . they 

could’ve gotten blown up” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 10). She remembered the trip being supremely 

formative for Ernest and his pacifist beliefs. “He felt that we should lead such virtuous lives that 

there would be no need for war. That was one of his goals, even for schools—to let children 

learn how they can live virtuous lives” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 11).  

Boyer’s return from his summer at sea was somewhat dramatic. His ship returned to port 

in Montreal. From there, Boyer hitchhiked to Pennsylvania, first to Grantham and then on to 

Frappe to reunite with his love. Kay remembered the scene vividly: “I will never forget the day 

when I saw him come walking down the road. He looked so handsome. He was so very sun-

tanned and handsome. He had on a very fancy hat” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 10).  
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His junior year, Boyer emerged as a leader. Boyer’s academic dean at Messiah, A. W. 

Climenhaga, in a letter to Ernest’s parents, spoke highly of him: “Ernest is well respected by the 

student body. We feel that much of this is due to the interest in which you as parents have had in 

molding his life” (Climenhaga, 1946, para. 2). In his senior year, he was elected class president 

for the 1947-8 academic year. One of the traditional duties of the position was to lead a class trip 

to New York City. A classmate, Rhoda (Sider) Heise remembered Boyer’s leadership acutely. 

“Ernie did an outstanding job of leadership on that trip. For me New York City was a big 

overwhelming place. . . . [The trip] just pointed out his leadership abilities” (Heise & Heise, 

2004, p. 1). Decades later, he would return to the state to lead its public higher education system.  

Ernest also served as co-publisher of the Messiah College yearbook, The Clarion. The 

yearbooks were printed annually in Indiana. In order to hand them out to the class before 

commencement, Boyer and his co-publisher hopped in a car, drove to Indiana, picked up the 

yearbooks, and turned right around to drive back. On their return journey, their car broke down 

on the Pennsylvania Turnpike in the middle of the night. Kay, along with Ernest’s brother Paul, 

left Messiah to rescue them. On their way, they spotted two young men pushing a car on the side 

of the road. It was The Clarion’s publishing team, slowly pushing their way back to campus, 

sweaty and sleep-deprived. To Kay, it was an example of his inner drive: “He did what you had 

to do, no matter what it took!” (K. Boyer, 2003, 18).  

On June 4, 1948, Ernest Boyer graduated from Messiah College with a two year degree. 

It was the college’s 38
th

 commencement. Kay, reflecting on Ernest’s time at Messiah, said, “He 

was very persistent and hung onto his beliefs and ideas. . . . He didn’t change if someone 

disagreed. But he also had an open mind” (K. Boyer, 2003, 17).  Boyer, many years later, 
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referred to his Messiah experience as liberating, expressing deep thanks for the college’s 

intentional pursuit of whole-person growth (Sider, 1984).  

In 1967, Boyer returned to his alma mater to deliver a chapel address. At this time, he 

was firmly established in his role as the Chancellor at SUNY and had many years of leadership 

experience from which to draw. The crux of his message to the student body was that Christian 

leadership begins today. He said, “Even now, you must begin. There is no such thing as instant 

leaders” (Boyer, 1967b, p. 11). For Boyer, this was not just a leadership principle; it was his 

experience. Boyer’s leadership journey began at Messiah. It was a formative experience.  

When Boyer’s time at Messiah neared its end, he went to see the school’s president, C. N. 

Hostetter, for guidance. Hostetter’s advice was simple: continue his studies. He presented three 

options to Ernest: Goshen College (a Mennonite school in Indiana), Houghton College (a 

Wesleyan school in New York), and Greenville College (a Free Methodist school in Illinois). 

President Hostetter knew each of the institutions’ presidents well and felt Boyer would excel at 

any of them (K. Boyer, 2003). Boyer left the meeting mulling over his decision. The next week, 

a recruiter from Greenville College visited Messiah’s campus and offered Boyer a full 

scholarship. He persuaded his best friend and roommate (and President Hostetter’s son), D. Ray 

Hostetter, to join him. Hostetter recalled, “We decided to go to Greenville. We decided to room 

together. . . . I think it was Ernie’s and my impression that Greenville was a little clannish. . . . 

Ernie and I were the only ones from Messiah. We had to stick together” (Hostetter, 2004, p. 1).  

Ernest boarded a train with his roommate, Ray, and headed west. He left behind his 

girlfriend Kay, who was continuing her studies in Pennsylvania. They had to continue their 

relationship through letter-writing. For the next two years, Ernest and Kay wrote letters to one 

another daily (K. Boyer, 2003).  
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When Boyer arrived at Greenville, he began courses with a professor by the name of 

George Tade, who taught speech, debate, and rhetoric. He was transfixed by the power of 

language and pursued degrees in philosophy and psychology, with minors in history and 

sociology (Greenville College, 1948). Professor Tade quickly noticed Ernest’s oratorical skills 

and recruited him on the college debate team. Boyer’s speaking ability, practiced while 

preaching with the choral team at Messiah College, was further trained and refined at Greenville. 

He became known at Greenville for his gift of words and his power of persuasion. In Kay’s 

words, “he was fascinated by language and the mastery of words. He loved audiences” (K. 

Boyer, 2003, 13). Debate, for Boyer, inspired a deep, lifelong interest in the field of language. It 

taught him how to craft ideas and words, which were useful skills for a man who delivered 

countless speeches over his career.  

He employed his power of persuasion in his final year at Greenville, running for (and 

winning) the student body presidency (Hostetter, 2004). A fellow student, Darrel Dawes (Dawes, 

2004) remembered his creative campaign tactics: “He hired a plane to fly over the campus and 

drop leaflets, and on the leaflets were ‘vote for Ernest Boyer and a down to earth policy’” (p. 1). 

Despite his talent, Boyer still questioned himself. By all estimates, he was a well-respected 

leader at Messiah College. Yet it was not until his election at Greenville that he truly considered 

himself a leader (Goldberg, 1995).  

While at Greenville, Boyer held firmly to his Anabaptist convictions. He remained 

resolute in the peace tradition and continued to develop his Christian faith (Jacobsen, 2000). In 

speeches and writings, Boyer rarely mentioned his time at Greenville. His reflections upon his 

time at Messiah are laudatory. His time at Greenville, as a transfer student with a girlfriend far 

away, apparently was not as memorable.  
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As his education at Greenville came to an end, Boyer’s thoughts turned toward his future. 

Armed with the gift of public speaking, a love of learning, and a servant’s heart, it seemed as if 

Ernest could pick his field. He never expressed interest in being an educator while in college 

(Hostetter, 2004).  He assumed he would return to Dayton and take over the family typewriter 

business. He thrived in the educational setting, but it appeared to be ending. Clearly, others 

would need to draw him back into higher education.   

Boyer graduated from Greenville in the spring of 1950, weeks before the start of the 

Korean War at the advent of Senator Joseph McCarthy’s war against Communism. Ray’s father 

and Messiah president, C. N. Hostetter, delivered the baccalaureate speech. After the graduation, 

Hostetter approached Ernest, asking if he would pastor a small Brethren in Christ church in 

Orlando, Florida (K. Boyer, 2003). The church had recently suffered from a split in the 

congregation and needed new leadership to bring healing. According to Kay, “Hostetter didn’t 

tell Ernie that there were only seven people left. . . . It was a totally unexpected request and we 

did not know how to think about it” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 32).  

That evening, Ernest and Kay had a lengthy conversation with his parents. By this time, 

the two were engaged to be married in August 1950. To announce their engagement to their 

family and friends, the couple sent little white paper bags with a card inside. When the recipient 

pulled the card out of the bag, it read, “It’s out of the bag, Kay and Ernie are engaged!” 

(Pawelski, 2004, p. 1). They were comfortable with the idea of moving back to Dayton. It was a 

city Ernest loved (Pawelski, 2004). The family business was booming, and the Dayton mission 

was still ministering to the neediest of the city. Despite his grandfather’s influence, he had never 

considered full-time pastoral work. Florida was a long way from both sides of the family.  
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After much discussion and prayer, Ernest’s parents encouraged them to take the job in 

Florida. Kay and Ernest were uncertain of what awaited them, but they were certain of one thing: 

they would encounter it together. They wed that summer, August 26, 1950, and headed south to 

pastor a small, fledgling congregation in Orlando, Florida (W. Boyer, 1950).  

Pastorate in Florida 

Ernest Boyer became the sole pastor of the Brethren in Christ Church in Orlando just 

before his 22
nd

 birthday in 1950. It was the first of many roles in which he was appointed well 

before his time and asked to lead those much older than he. He and Kay began their marriage in 

the Sunshine State. The first Sunday, seven people were in the pews (K. Boyer, 2003). There was 

much work to do.  

Ernest and Kay focused their efforts on reaching out to the youth of Orlando. It was long, 

hard work. They revamped the Sunday school curriculum and sought to reach out to families in 

the community. Kay wrote a letter to her parents and said, “I wish you would especially pray for 

our young people’s work which at the present is virtually at a standstill” (K. Boyer, 1950, para. 

5). Church membership was small but began to grow. Their church was featured on the cover of 

a Brethren in Christ publication called The Evangelical Visitor (Brethen in Christ, 1951). The 

photo was a picture of church members standing outside on the steps of the small church 

building. Just below the photo is a quote from D.L. Moody: “The beginning of greatness is to be 

little. The increase of greatness is to be less, and the perfection of greatness is to be nothing” 

(Brethren in Christ, 1951). Ernest’s work as a small church pastor was a humble beginning of a 

very well-known career.  

As a young pastor, Boyer was a tactful and effective progressive voice within his 

denomination. One congregant, Curtis Byer (Byer & Byer, 2004) remembered Boyer boldly 
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challenging the denominational dress code at the Brethren in Christ’s General Conference in 

Manhattan, Kansas. “He got up to let people know that there were temperature differences in 

Florida, too much clothing can be unbearable. They should take that into consideration. . . . A 

rather clever point. How do you argue against the weather?” (Byer & Byer, 2004, p. 1). While a 

reformer nationally, locally he was innovative. Kay remembered, “Some Sundays we would 

have the children send off balloons. We would attach Bible verses, or an invitation . . . and send 

them off. Sometimes we would get responses. . . . Sunday evenings the young people would do 

the service. I would do chalk art on a big easel up front, with music and drama in the 

background” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 33).  

All their efforts to reach the youth in their area began to make a difference. Young people 

flocked to the church.  The Brethren bishop presiding over Orlando visited their church on Easter 

Sunday, less than one year after Boyer became pastor. The church in danger of dying was now a 

vibrant community. The church was so packed on Sundays that chairs would have to be set up in 

the aisles (K. Boyer, 2003).  The Boyers ministered to the city of Orlando very much like 

William Boyer ministered to those in inner city Dayton.  As Kay recalled, “it was very much like 

the work that his grandfather did” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 34).  

Ernest pastored the church for one year, but continually struggled over his future plans 

(K. Boyer, 2003). He loved the work at the church, but felt he was called to something else. He 

felt a strong desire to pursue graduate school, yet he struggled to see how he could afford the 

tuition. He was married, and they had just had their first child, Ernest Jr., in 1951. He sat down 

with Kay and explained his wish to pursue graduate school. He clearly and honestly explained 

the long, arduous, financially difficult road to a Ph.D. There would be sacrifices and uncertainty. 

Kay replied, “It’s impossible.” He responded, “Others have done it so it must be possible” (K. 
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Boyer, 2003, 32). Kay struggled to see how it could work but trusted that they would find a way. 

She wanted her husband to follow his dream.  

An Emerging Scholar/Administrator 

Optimism was a start, but Ernest needed an opportunity that would allow him to pursue a 

Ph.D. while providing for his growing family. He and Kay left the church in Florida to pursue 

graduate studies in audiology at Ohio State University (University of Southern California, 1953). 

It proved difficult to make ends meet, and there is very little historical data that reveal his 

experience in Columbus. For unknown reasons, the Boyers were looking for another path. John 

Martin, a senior administrator of the fledgling Brethren in Christ-affiliated Upland College (in 

Upland, California), gave Boyer a call. Martin was just hired by President H. G. Brubacher to 

lead an effort to achieve accreditation for Upland College through the Western College 

Association. Martin knew he needed a team to be successful in such a monumental task, and first 

on his list was Boyer. “When I started to lay the plans to get Upland College accredited, I 

realized I needed to gather a team. When I observed Ernie’s abilities in thinking, planning, and 

communication, I went to Ernie and shared with him my hopes that he would become dean, 

suggesting the need for him to have his Ph.D.” (J. Z. Martin, 2004, p. 1). Boyer replied with 

enthusiasm but concern. He was barely surviving graduate work in Ohio (J. Z Martin, 2004). 

How could he make it work in Southern California?  

Martin was persistent, offering him a full-time salary to teach half-time at Upland 

College and pursue his Ph.D. at the University of Southern California (USC). Upland College 

would also cover his tuition. Upon earning the Ph.D., he would become the school’s academic 

dean.  It was a great offer, one Boyer accepted on one condition: “John, I’ll be dean. But don’t 
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ever ask me to be president” (J. Z. Martin, 2004, p. 3). Years later, when Boyer assumed the 

chancellorship at the State University of New York, Martin often reminded him of this statement.  

In 1952, the Boyer family packed up their belongings and headed west to a new life, a 

new career, and a new state. Ernest was amazed and grateful to be blessed with an opportunity to 

earn his Ph.D. Martin and others at Upland viewed it a bit differently: “I think Ernie would have 

gotten his Ph.D. some time. He was that kind of guy. At that point we were just the stepping 

stone” (J. Z. Martin, 2004).  

Boyer dove into his graduate studies with gusto, studying audiology at the highest levels. 

He particularly enjoyed a class on Shakespearean literature by Professor Joseph Smith. Smith 

was an orator like Boyer and had a profound way with the spoken word. As Professor Smith read 

works such as King Lear and Macbeth aloud, Boyer “understood that literature is not a 

remembrance of past writing, it’s an inquiry into the deepest yearning of the human spirit” 

(Boyer, 1993e, p. 7).   

He worked hard, earning his M.A. in 1955 and the Ph.D. in 1957 (State University of 

New York, 1971). He divided his time among his family, his studies, his teaching, and his 

church. Life was busy and complicated. Boyer maximized the few spare moments that remained. 

His many responsibilities included some teaching at USC and preaching at their local Brethren 

church. On his commute to USC’s campus, he practiced his sermons for the upcoming Sunday 

service. In one instance, while idling at a stoplight, he was belting his sermon out loud, and a 

carload of his students pulled up next to him. Bursting into laughter, they exclaimed, “Professor 

Boyer, we knew it happened to every professor eventually, but you’re so young” (Carlson, 2004, 

p. 10).  
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Ernest somehow found the time to write his dissertation within the family’s cramped two-

bedroom apartment in Los Angeles. Kay, in an effort to help Ernest focus, blocked the bedroom 

door with a ribbon, a sign for the children to keep their distance. Boyer saw it and said, “If they 

want to come in, they should be allowed to come in. I’m always available” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 

24). Despite the many distractions, he eventually finished his dissertation in 1958. It was titled 

An Experimental Study of Speech Fluency Under Stress as a Function of the Emotionality of 

Speech Content (Boyer, 1958). By this time, the Boyer family had grown to five, as Beverly 

(1953) and Craig (1955) joined Ernie Jr. Nearing graduation from USC, Boyer met with his 

faculty advisor to discuss next steps. Boyer proudly revealed that he planned to continue to work 

for Upland College to help them achieve accreditation. Boyer’s advisor looked sternly at him and 

threatened to withhold the degree should he follow through with this plan. Proudly he boasted, 

“Our Ph.D.’s go to bigger jobs” (J. Z. Martin, 2004, p. 2). Distraught, Boyer sought counsel in 

John Martin. Martin helped Boyer develop a plan. He would seek part-time teaching 

employment at a larger school to get the degree, allowing him to continue the work started at 

Upland College. Boyer found an adjunct position at Long Beach State teaching night classes. To 

Boyer’s delight, the position was sufficient in his advisor’s estimation. He was approved to 

graduate, and in another stroke of fortune, the classes at Long Beach State never received enough 

students to materialize. Armed with a Ph.D., Boyer could now begin the arduous task he was 

recruited for nearly 5 years prior: securing accreditation for Upland College. A professor at 

Upland who became a close friend of Boyer’s, Wendell Harmon, remembered hearing the news 

of Boyer’s hire. He was conducting research in the UCLA library and ran into another Upland 

professor, Gene Hass. Gene shared the news that the college had hired Ernest Boyer. Harmon 
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replied, “Who’s Ernie Boyer?” Hass’ response, “I understand he’s a good man.” Harmon 

reflected, “And—neither of us realized how good he was” (Harmon & Harmon, 2004, p. 1).  

While Boyer attended graduate school, he worked at reforming Upland College. He was 

marked by his experience at Messiah and as a pastor. Though it was a two-year school, the 

community formed at Messiah was vibrant. Upland conferred four-year degrees but had a long 

way to go in the cultivation of a Christian educational community. Boyer devoted himself to 

deepening the campus community beyond the classroom. A former colleague at Upland College, 

Merle Brubacher, remembered Boyer championing and forming this vibrant community at the 

school. “Boyer was very strong on community. . . . After chapel we would go out to the snack 

bar and meet with the chapel speaker and sit and talk” (as cited in Brown, 2004, p. 4). The small 

school environment provided a place where students and faculty alike could be known. The 

school’s unofficial slogan became “a climate of conversation,” a place “where people talked and 

listened to each other, where learning was intimate and informal, and where the pursuit of ideas 

was the central quest” (Boyer, 1975, p. 1).  

At Upland, Ernest also found another key mentor in life who would inform his 

leadership: H. G. Brubacher, the college’s president. Brubacher was a man well known for his 

foresight. Said one former Upland student, the president was “a man ahead of his time. He 

predicted the speed of air travel a year or two before it really happened” (Mosebrook, 2004, p. 

4). Each spring, the college looked forward to his baccalaureate sermon, where he would foretell 

what would happen in the world in the next five to ten years. This foresight influenced Boyer 

greatly. He had inherited his grandfather’s servant’s heart and his father’s tireless work ethic, and 

many of the speeches in his career had a similar tone.  



77 

Boyer adopted Brubacher’s approach (Mosebrook, 2004). He was passionate about 

educating Upland’s student body on their civic duty, devoting many chapel messages to inform 

them of current events and their responsibility to engage them. He created and coached a college 

debate team, passing on skills from his own experience at Greenville College (Haldeman & 

Haldeman, 2004). He also preached the virtues of civic engagement from the pulpit at their local 

church, the Chino Brethren in Christ Church. Church members remembered his argument well: 

“We needed to remember that we were not only citizens of our immediate group but we are also 

part of the larger community and had responsibilities to both” (Dawes, 2004, p. 1).  

This push for innovation and civic engagement within the context of a community was a 

formidable force for such a small college. It is best exemplified in Boyer’s creation of a mid-year 

term at Upland College, a creative, common educational course held during the month of January 

(Womack, 2004). Lectures and assignments focused on a common theme decided upon by 

student leaders. Boyer proposed the concept to the Ford Foundation, who awarded Upland 

College a grant to launch the program. The first mid-year term occurred in 1953, and the topic 

was the “Role of the Individual in U.S./Soviet Relations” (Womack, 2004, p. 4). It was a bold 

first choice. Anti-communists felt a college conversation on the subject opened the door to 

sympathizers. Yet students were enthusiastic about the idea. Another year, the campus focused 

their learning on Faith and the Arts. At its inception, Upland College was the only college in the 

country educating within a 4-1-4 academic calendar. Today, this plan has been adopted by 

hundreds of other colleges (Goldberg, 1995).  

Boyer’s  innovative drive to foster meaningful civic engagement extended to the faculty 

as well. He often encouraged faculty to engage and discuss current events. As one of the few 

faculty members who owned a television, he often hosted his colleagues into his home. The 
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faculty would hear and watch a speech from the likes of journalist Edward R. Murrow and then 

engage in a discussion (Harmon & Harmon, 2004).  

He gradually rose through the faculty ranks at Upland College, spending two years as an 

instructor, two as an assistant professor and department chair, and five as academic dean. All the 

while, he remained an active member of the Chino Brethren in Christ congregation, assisting 

Pastor Eber Dourte in the ministry of the church (Dourte & Dourte, 2004). Congregants enjoyed 

his preaching: “He was always well-spoken. . . . What he said counted. It was beautifully 

phrased, always. But also with substance. With always such a warm underlying feeling” (Brown, 

2004, p. 1). Friend Lester Mosebrook (2004) coined a phrase that was often used among Boyer’s 

friends and family: “He never said anything that wasn’t interesting” (Mosebrook, 2004, p. 1) 

Friend and colleague Merle Brubacher believed his words were interesting because he himself 

was always interested (Mosebrook, 2004). He felt he could learn from anyone, and this posture 

made everyone around him feel important (J. Z. Martin, 2004).  

While faithful to his church, Boyer was cautious of rigidity and legalism that can so 

easily accompany devout evangelicalism. He was known for promoting new approaches and was 

sensitive to the church becoming stagnant (Byer & Byer, 2004). He was considered by most in 

his conservative congregation as socially and theologically progressive. On Sunday evenings, 

Kay worked as a nurse at a local hospital. Ernie was responsible for getting the family to Sunday 

evening church services. He would often catch the female nursery volunteers off guard by 

walking in to change a Boyer child’s diaper. In such churches, gender roles in volunteering were 

fairly prescribed to the point that men never entered a nursery. As a minister of the church, he 

was one of the first in the Brethren denomination to wear a necktie instead of the traditional 

clerical collar. He also performed some of the first double-ring ceremonies in the Brethren 
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church (Martin & Martin, 2004). The traditional Brethren approach was to provide only the bride 

with a ring. More egalitarian-minded couples desired a ceremony where both bride and groom 

exchanged rings, and Boyer was one of the first ministers in the Brethren church willing to 

perform the ceremony. 

In 1956, at the age of 28, Boyer was named Dean of Instruction at Upland College. To 

hone his administrative skills, he attended an institute for academic deans at Harvard University 

(K. Boyer, 2003). He entered the institute humbly and with great hesitation. He was by far the 

youngest dean in the room, and he came from the smallest institution. Yet the experience proved 

empowering. He told Kay that he wished he had some gray hair, thinking others may take him 

more seriously if he looked older (cite). But he surprisingly found that the more seasoned deans 

in the room were not magically more intelligent than he. His ideas were in step or even ahead of 

his fellow deans. He grew in his confidence as an educational leader while at Harvard. The 

experience also connected him with the mainstream of American higher education.  He formed 

relationships with administrators who would become lifelong friends and colleagues, such as 

David Reesman (Harvard), Nathan Pusey (Dartmouth), and Sylvia Field (University of 

Minnesota).  

The experience hardened his resolve to allow schools such as Upland College to have a 

seat at the table of American higher education. Boyer and John Martin, eager to replicate their 

accreditation success, were instrumental in the founding of the Council for the Advancement of 

Small Colleges, a group that helped small colleges navigate through the accreditation process. 

They coached small college administrators and lobbied accrediting bodies to consider more than 

classic metrics, but also give weight to what their graduates have contributed to the world (J. Z. 
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Martin, 2004). As a result of the Council’s efforts, 90 small colleges received accreditation, 

including Boyer’s alma mater, Messiah College.  

The impact of Boyer’s participation in Harvard’s institute was substantial. It instilled 

confidence in Boyer and helped many colleges achieve accreditation. Additionally, his work in 

lobbying accrediting bodies on the merits of small college higher education planted the seeds for 

his landmark views on scholarship. Boyer’s most popular and influential work, Scholarship 

Reconsidered (Boyer, 1990a), was formed largely due to his experiences in accrediting small 

colleges. Boyer synthesized his own personal educational journey with the potential he saw in 

the small college setting. Perhaps the large, public research institutions had something to learn 

from the small colleges. Could teaching be viewed as a scholarly act? Could service be the 

primary aim of scholarship, restoring service to the mission of American higher education? This 

paradigm expanded Boyer’s view on what contributes to an excellent education: quality 

teaching, a common sense of purpose, and a collaborative community where students and faculty 

work closely together (Boyer, 1988d, 1989b, 1992b, 1993c, 1994a; Bucher & Patton, 2004).  

At Harvard, Boyer’s views began to find traction with a broader audience. The 

experience opened the door to a career outside of the confines of Brethren in Christ higher 

education. It proved timely. Despite Boyer’s good work to cultivate a vibrant, quality academic 

community at Upland, the college was going bankrupt. It quickly became clear in the early 1960s 

that the college needed to close (Boyer, 1975; Musser & Musser, 2004). Closing an institution is 

no simple task. In addition to the physical plant, plans must be made for other assets (library, 

state charter, alumni relations) and liabilities (institutional debt). Azusa Bible College, just 20 

miles east of Upland, expressed interest in a merger. Boyer was adamantly opposed and 

convinced the leadership of the denomination to reject the offer (Musser & Musser, 2004). He 
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had worked tirelessly for nearly a decade to develop Upland from a Bible college to a strong, 

vibrant, liberal arts institution. Merging with Azusa, in Boyer’s mind, would reverse all of that 

good work (Musser & Musser, 2004). His hard line actually turned beneficial for Azusa. Its 

leaders took Boyer’s critique seriously and made an intentional effort to improve the school. 

Years later, in 1981, Boyer was honored by this improved institution (which was renamed Azusa 

Pacific University) and provided its commencement address. By this time, the Brethren in Christ 

denomination also officially endorsed the institution, and Boyer’s brother Bill became a member 

of the faculty. In the meantime, there were immediate tasks to close Upland College. Boyer 

helped the school through negotiations to send the college library and its seal to Fresno Pacific 

University (they were tied to the California state charter, so they must remain in the state). 

Messiah College absorbed Upland’s remaining debt and become officially recognized as its 

merging partner in 1964 (Musser & Musser, 2004). Boyer later reflected upon the closing. 

Upland College not only lived, it died as well. Institutions like individuals have cycles of 

their own. And what is significant is not that Upland closed its doors, but the way the 

closing was conducted. It resisted the temptation to veer off course, reaching the sad yet 

clear-headed conclusion that it had fulfilled its mission. Several generations had been 

honorably served, and better to stop with dignity than to compromise and lose by default. 

It’s a story all of us must learn. (Boyer, 1975, p. 3) 

As Upland College prepared to close its doors, the youngest Boyer child, Stephen, was 

born, and the six-member Boyer family quickly had to determine what was next. Upland 

provided a space for Ernest to grow as a professor and administrator. Soon he had to choose 

which path to take next.  
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New Directions 

At the time, Boyer still wanted to pursue a career in research. He determined that the 

research he had already done, coupled with his engagement with the broader academic world, 

would help secure him a post at a larger institution. He was right, accepting a coveted one-year 

post-doctoral position at the University of Iowa, where he worked at the university’s hospital 

studying the effectiveness of a new procedure to combat middle-ear deafness (SUNY, 1971). His 

work was lauded by his peers. At the end of his contract, the University of Iowa made him an 

offer to try to retain him more permanently. Kay Boyer recalled, 

It was a very fine offer, and we loved living in Iowa City. We had three children at the 

time, and they were thriving. . . . We bought a house . . . then he got the offer that became 

the total turning point in his life. I think it was the only time in his life that I thought he 

had made a mistake. . . . He was offered to head up a program in California that would 

result in changing the teacher education crediting program from four years of preparation 

to five years. . . . I don’t know if he actually knew so clearly at that time that it was going 

to be an end to his research and his professional field. I think he kind of knew that. (K. 

Boyer, 2003, p. 14) 

Boyer felt compelled to return to California, and his career path was suddenly thrust into 

a new direction. What was intended to launch a research career in audiology turned out to be its 

final chapter. His career took a new trajectory of educational administration and reform. It was 

this decision that eventually led to his most prominent roles as Chancellor of SUNY, as U.S. 

Commissioner of Education, and the as President of the Carnegie Foundation.  

Boyer, against Kay’s judgment, left a comfortable academic offer at the University of 

Iowa to direct a commission to improve the education of teachers in the state of California. It 
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was a program through the Western College Association, the accrediting body with which he had 

become familiar during his tenure at Upland College. It provided his entry into the field of 

education reform. Prior, his career had been focused more on his own research agenda and in 

improving Upland College. Education reform was certainly considered, but on a much smaller 

scale. His post with the Western College Association expanded Boyer’s horizons to consider the 

impact of reform on a much larger scale. He was charged with overhauling an entire system of 

education within a region, an experience that prepared him well for his future roles (K. Boyer, 

2003; Carnegie Foundation, 1996)).  

After a two-year appointment with the Western College Association, he was asked by 

Sam Gould, then-Chancellor at the University of California-Santa Barbara, to become the 

director of its Center for Coordinated Education. It was at UC-Santa Barbara that Boyer’s 

innovative, holistic views on education attracted a tremendously influential audience. Boyer was 

quickly initiated into a small group of college leaders who met often to share and discuss new 

ideas for education in America. This group included Tim Pitkin (Goddard College), David 

Reesman (Harvard University), Ralph Tyler (University of Chicago), and his boss, Sam Gould 

(K. Boyer, 2003). In this elite group, Boyer began to develop a seamless view of education from 

pre-school to graduate school. His writings and conversations helped him further develop his 

views on scholarship, later expressed his book Scholarship Reconsidered (Boyer, 1990a). He 

took the opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of the entire educational system. In Santa 

Barbara, he visited every class from kindergarten through the senior year of high school 

experiencing it firsthand (Dourte & Dourte, 2004). Though his career was still firmly planted in 

higher education, a grand vision for the span of American education was forming in his heart and 

mind.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter explored Ernest Boyer’s childhood, education, and early career in higher 

education. Ernest Boyer experienced a comfortable, conservative upbringing. Yet he spent much 

of his childhood at the hip of his Grandfather William Boyer, ministering among the poor and 

homeless of Dayton, Ohio. Ernest’s Christian background and affluence afforded him the 

opportunity to pursue college at Messiah and Greenville Colleges. From there he served briefly 

as a pastor in Florida before pursuing his dream of graduate school at the University of Southern 

California. While a graduate student, Boyer served on the faculty of the small Brethren-affiliated 

Upland College.  

His experiences at the Dayton Mission and these Christian Colleges provide early 

glimpses into the work Boyer is most well known for. His early life paved the way for his most 

popular work, Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the Professoriate (Boyer, 1990a). Boyer’s 

attempt to broaden scholarship to include domains such as teaching and service find their roots in 

his small college experience. Ernest Boyer is often cited for his views of scholarship, but the 

source of his inspiration was rarely understood. This chapter attempted to illuminate Boyer’s 

views by exploring his early life and career.  

Boyer’s early life and career provided strong moorings that not only prepared him well, 

but also grounded him in humility and service. His rich experiences as a student, pastor, 

professor, and administrator developed critical skillsets that enabled him to address difficult 

challenges in increasingly demanding roles. But through it all, he drew from a deep well of faith 

and service, where “God is central to all of life, and . . . to be truly human, one must serve” 

(Boyer, 1993e, p. 3).  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

ERNEST BOYER’S EMERGENCE AS A NATIONAL LEADER 

Ernest Boyer’s (1928-1995) appointment at SUNY began his trajectory as a national 

leader in higher education. What began as a humble teaching appointment at the now defunct 

Upland College developed into a national stage where Boyer held prominent positions, including 

chancellor of SUNY (1971-1977), United States Commissioner of Education during the Carter 

administration (1977-1979), and President of the Carnegie Foundation (1979-1995). His 

penultimate role to SUNY focused on teacher education (K. Boyer, 2003). At SUNY, he 

broadened his educational vision to include the breadth of then the largest state system in the 

country. His portfolio expanded yet again to include the nation’s educational system while 

serving as U.S. Commissioner. At the Carnegie Foundation, it further expanded to include 

education in all forms: public, private, domestic, and international.  

This chapter focuses on Boyer’s years in these three prominent roles.  Beginning with his 

rise as an administrator of the largest, most complex state university system in the country, this 

chapter chronicles his triumphs and his struggles.  The 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s were tumultuous 

times in America and its institutions of higher education (The Report of the President’s 

Commission on Campus Unrest, 1970).  Boyer’s leadership and poise during these critical 

moments in U.S. history are explored.  The political skills gained while Chancellor of SUNY and 

U.S. Commissioner of Education proved beneficial as Boyer embarked on an ambitious research 
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agenda that comprehensively studied education from the preschool to postgraduate levels.  While 

President of the Carnegie Foundation, Boyer was also a Senior Fellow of the Woodrow Wilson 

School at Princeton University (1985-1990).  These two positions expanded Boyer’s influence as 

an educational leader from a national to an international scale, as he contributed to international 

thinking on education through initiatives with the People’s Republic of China and the Soviet 

Union.  Boyer also wrote in a regular column on education in the London Times.   

In the early 1960s, Ernest Boyer was thriving in his role at the University of California–

Santa Barbara. He was directing the Center for Coordinated Education, and was a close confidant 

of Chancellor Sam Gould. Ernest enjoyed working for Sam, and respected him deeply. He 

worked hard to implement Gould’s vision. His wife, Kay, remembered that Ernest’s endless 

work for Sam had to be perfect: “He never ever gave him a document that was sloppy in any 

way. . . . I used to say to him, ‘You know, you’re doing this the way you’d like to have done it, 

the way you tried to do it for your father’” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 20).  

 The two were a formidable pair, and when SUNY asked Gould to switch coasts and 

become its chancellor, he wanted Boyer with him. According to SUNY colleague James Hall, 

Gould “had attracted Ernie with the idea that they were going to create the SUNY University 

almost anew” (Hall, 2005, p. 1). It was an opportunity for a Gould–Boyer administration to 

implement their grand ideas and vision for higher education in America.  

State University of New York (1965-1977) 

Boyer entered SUNY as the Executive Dean for University-Wide Activities. The 

comparatively young SUNY system was booming (Clark, Leslie, & O’Brien, 2010, p. xvii). It 

was also extremely complex. The Gould–Boyer administration sought to renovate the system by 

building a world-class faculty. They wanted to utilize scholarship to build a research mission at 
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SUNY that would attract elite faculty and students (Hall, 2005). Supporting the faculty would no 

doubt earn trust and favor with SUNY’s professoriate.  

Unfortunately, Gould became distracted by the tyranny of the urgent. The nation had 

become a tempest of unrest. President Lyndon B. Johnson’s escalation of the Vietnam War 

(1963), part of the U.S. Government’s communist containment strategy, was not popular 

domestically. This was especially true among college students. The Civil Rights Movement, 

most notably led by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., encouraged college students and faculty to 

critically evaluate university practices with regard to minorities. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 

cauterized a nation grappling with its segregationist tendencies. Michael Fallon introduced the 

country to the term hippie in an article titled “A New Haven for Beatniks” (Fallon, 1965). The 

progressive leanings of many of America’s youth resonated with the anti-war and civil rights 

causes. Anti-war protests were spreading all over the country. The pulse of the college campus 

was quickening. Suddenly, the role of the university administrator was not to build a faculty or 

raise money; it was to keep anarchy at bay.  

At the time most university administrators retreated to their offices, fearful of student 

backlash. Boyer utilized the opportunity to encourage higher education leaders to take a different 

approach. In a 1966 speech to the American Association of University Professors (AAUP), he 

encouraged the academy to deepen its commitment to developing student maturity, and include 

students in campus decision-making (Boyer, 1966). He argued for consulting students rather than 

commanding them. He called for new and more effective methods for bringing students and 

faculty together outside the four walls of a classroom. At a time when college administrators felt 

the only way to maintain their control of campus was to tighten their grip on the student body, 

Boyer begged for an alternative:  
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Deans and other administrators, in their zeal for smoothly organized programs, orderly 

processes, and untroubled waters, exhibit a remarkable degree of agility in their ability to 

rush from one committee to another so that no point is unguarded and no decision is 

unsupervised. . . . And faculty are equally pleased to be left alone to concentrate on their 

academic pursuits. All this, however, leaves the students with a feeling of restlessness 

and dissatisfaction at having been so carefully protected and nurtured. (Boyer, 1966, pp. 

9-10)  

Boyer was calling for his own administrative class to loosen up a little and the faculty to 

show more concern. In essence, he was advocating his own experience as a faculty member and 

administrator at Upland College. Faculty members were deeply involved in students’ lives 

outside of the classroom. He witnessed firsthand the impact this had on student maturity. His 

colleagues at other institutions must have thought he had gone crazy. He went so far as to 

compliment some of the activism brewing on the college campus: “We are delighted, or we 

should be, in the face that some students are awakened to the problems of society and wish to do 

something about them” (Boyer, 1966, p. 11). Boyer the pacifist resonated with the anti-war 

movement in America and was encouraged when college students voiced their views in an 

appropriate manner. It was in this speech to the AAUP that he publically recited Vachel 

Lindsay’s (1914, p. 65) poem for the first time: “It is the world’s one crime; its babes grow dull.” 

His efforts were like yelling from the bottom of an ocean. College administrators ignored 

his warnings, and college campuses continued as hubs of activism. Multiple demonstrations at 

the University of California–Berkeley symbolized college student angst nationwide. The first 

week of April 1967 was labeled “Vietnam Week,” where students were encouraged to burn their 
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draft cards in protest of the war. Martin Luther King Jr., a pacifist himself, began to speak out 

against the war, which resulted in a greater unity of college activism for peace and civil rights.  

Boyer pressed on, attempting to provide a calming, nuanced voice in an increasingly 

polarized society. In a 1967 speech, delivered in Columbus, Ohio, he admitted, “I would have 

preferred not to talk about students at this conference. . . . Discussion of the topic, since 

Berkeley, has become a national sport. . . . Future social historians will set down 1964 as the year 

when university administrators discovered that there were actually students on campus” (Boyer, 

1967a, p. 1). Biting commentary, but words Boyer felt he must share. He was tired of media 

portrayals of college students as “titillating and bizarre” and felt it diverted the nation’s attention 

away from a far more serious issue. In his words, “the silent, conformist, grey majority of young 

people who crowd our classroom. . . . Today’s ‘typical’ student is far from rebellious or 

tempestuous. He [or she] is, in fact, fanatically bland” (Boyer, 1967a, p. 2). Yet the country was 

fixated on a vocal minority. Boyer understood and affirmed that the student dissent they were 

experiencing was more intense than ever before. However, rather than discredit the vocal, 

anguished minority, he validated them:  

How should a sensitive young person react when invited to become a pillar of a society 

which espouses world peace, social equality, the rule of law, and respect for individual 

differences, while spawning thermonuclear “devices,” mindless television, or subtle 

discrimination? (Boyer, 1967a, p. 4).  

As a way forward for both the lethargic and impassioned college student, Boyer invoked 

the Roman ideal of gravitas, which includes patience, solidarity, and weight of judgment (Boyer, 

1967a). In a time when society was grasping to categorize the students of the 1960s, Boyer 

advocated a nuanced, reasoned understanding. In 1967, he returned to his alma mater, Messiah 
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College, to deliver a chapel address on leadership. He encouraged the students to devote 

themselves to three things: learn how to learn, think for yourself, and lead with compassion 

(Boyer, 1967b).  

In 1968, Boyer was promoted to Vice Chancellor and continued to work with Chancellor 

Gould to lead the SUNY system. Richard Nixon was elected president that year, largely on the 

platform of ending the war in Vietnam. A few months earlier, Martin Luther King Jr. was 

murdered on a Memphis hotel balcony (Dyson, 2009). College protests swelled. February of 

1969 was an especially charged month, with demonstrations, sit-ins, and protests at the 

University of Massachusetts, Howard University, Penn State, Berkeley, and the University of 

Wisconsin (to name a few; Gitlin, 1993; The Report of the President’s Commission on Campus 

Unrest, 1970). In April of that same year, U.S. troop involvement in Vietnam reached a peak of 

over 540,000 troops (Karnow, 1997). This only fueled more student activism. That summer, the 

world famous Woodstock festival was held, hosting half a million youth in search of music and 

world peace among other socially progressive endeavors. In October 1969, the United States 

Supreme Court ruled that public school districts must end segregation “now and hereafter” 

(Alexander v. Holmes, 1969, p. 1).  

In November of 1969, the My Lai Massacre was exposed, in which an estimated 504 

women and children in Vietnam were killed by American troops (Karnow, 1997). A few weeks 

later, the death and injury toll of U.S. troops in Vietnam surpassed 100,000. The government 

instituted its first draft lottery since World War II. The war did not seem to be winding down. In 

fact, President Nixon’s incursion into Cambodia in the spring of 1970 only escalated the 

situation in the minds of many Americans. On Friday, May 1, 1970, approximately 500 Kent 

State University students protested the Cambodian incursion on the university commons (The 
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Report of the President’s Commission on Campus Unrest, 1970). Each hour thereafter, tensions 

between students and the administration increased. That next day, Mayor Leroy Satrom asked 

Ohio Governor Jim Rhodes to send in the Ohio Army National Guard to defuse the student 

unrest. The student response was escalating. They set the campus ROTC building on fire. On 

Sunday, May 3, Governor Rhodes delivered an address that took a very different approach than 

the manner in which Ernest Boyer was engaging student unrest: 

We’ve seen here at the city of Kent especially, probably the most vicious form of campus 

oriented violence yet perpetrated by dissident groups. . . . We are going to eradicate the 

problem. We're not going to treat the symptoms. And these people just move from one 

campus to the other and terrorize the community. They’re worse than the brown shirts 

and the communist element and also the night riders and the vigilantes. . . . They're the 

worst type of people that we harbor in America. (The Report of the President’s 

Commission on Campus Unrest, 1970, pp. 253–254) 

On Monday, May 4, tragedy occurred. There were more demonstrations on campus, and 

the National Guard was getting anxious. Shots were fired, and four students were killed and nine 

wounded. The nation was stunned and Boyer was devastated. His wife Kay remarked, “He felt it 

should not have happened, that it could have been avoided” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 22). Protests 

were spilling onto SUNY campuses. Chancellor Gould, like most administrators, did not want to 

deal with the unrest. The responsibility fell to Boyer. He saw the students differently. He often 

encouraged others to “Just look in their eyes . . . and all you’ll see is love” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 

22). The Boyer children were now college aged, and he viewed the activists as if they were his 

own children.  His wife Kay remembers those tense days well: “Ernie found it very stimulating, 

to relate and negotiate with students. As he looked back on it, he really thought it was one of the 
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most valuable periods in higher education” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 21). His ability to work amid 

such tension was exemplary and was noted by his peers. While Boyer found the work inspiring, 

Gould found it burdensome. The stress began to affect his health, and he resigned the 

chancellorship in the Summer of 1970.  

In addition to his duties at SUNY, Boyer served as a trustee for his alma mater Messiah 

College in 1968, a role he held until his death. It was a favor to then-Messiah President D. Ray 

Hostetter, his good friend and Greenville College roommate (Passante, n.d.). A project that was 

of special interest to him developed in 1967 from discussions among Boyer, President Hostetter, 

and Albert J. Meyer, executive secretary of the Mennonite Board of Education (Messiah College, 

1967). They founded a satellite campus of Messiah College adjacent to Temple University in 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. It provided Messiah students an opportunity to experience firsthand 

the multiculturalism and social problems of a major city. The Philadelphia campus launched in 

1968 and remained in operation until 2013. Many at Messiah were surprised that Boyer the 

trustee was so invested in the project. Yet his experiences at small Christian colleges and large 

public institutions allowed him to see the potential both types of institutions offer. In the 

Messiah–Temple campus, students could experience the best of both.  

Despite these great responsibilities, Ernest was committed to what he and Kay referred to 

as the family’s sacred time, an hour or two around dinner when quality time with the children 

was the sole focus. As Boyer’s profile increased within the SUNY system and he was eventually 

appointed Chancellor, Kay was interviewed by The New York Times (1970). She talked about the 

Boyer family sacred time, and simply stated, “I hope we can keep it” (The New York Times,1970, 

p. 32).  
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Sam Gould resigned and, after a search, Ernest Boyer was named Chancellor. Historians 

of SUNY referred to the transition as grasping a “poisoned chalice” (Clark, et al., 2010, p. xx). 

Chancellor Boyer took the helm of then the largest, most complex state system in the country 

during particularly trying times in American higher education. He was only 42 years old. At the 

time of his inauguration, the SUNY system comprised 64 institutions, 350,000 students, 15,000 

faculty members, and a 4 billion dollar construction program (The New York Times, 1970). On 

July 31, 1970, the university held a press conference to introduce Boyer as Chancellor. He was 

candid in his first public statement as SUNY’s first officer:  

I bring to this assignment neither magic formulas nor pat answers. I understand at least in 

part the complexity of the job that must be done. Even so, I accept this appointment with 

some measure of confidence and hope. . . . We are a troubled people, and the nation’s 

campuses reflect the tensions of the times. I am convinced, however, that the university 

can serve best by remaining a place of hope, by respecting the vitality of youth while also 

preserving the basic ideals of university life. (Boyer, 1970, pp. 1, 3).  

He accepted the role with a hopeful realism. He moved Kay and their four children into 

the Chancellor’s residence on Albany’s west side. His office was sparse but functional. A 

reporter observed, “Aside from his desk [there were] potted plants and three telephones. The 

walls are white and decoration-less at the moment” (Case, 1970, para. 10). He soon hung three 

Karsh photographs he received from students years ago. They depicted Albert Einstein (one of 

his father’s heroes), Albert Schweitzer (famous medical missionary to Africa), and Helen Keller 

(American deaf–blind author and activist). Ever the educator, he chose items of symbolism and 

educative value. Einstein, Schweitzer, and Keller embodied that which he championed in 

education throughout his life. To Boyer, the photos held great significance: “To me they are 
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tributes to certain graces of the human spirit, to the civility of man . . . intellect, service, and 

grace” (Case, 1970, para. 11). 

Boyer was formally inaugurated as SUNY Chancellor on April 6, 1971. Boyer’s 

inaugural address called for a renewed commitment between the university and surrounding 

community to build trust and confidence (Boyer, 1971). He also called upon the exploding 

university system to remember the individual. SUNY had grown in less than a decade from 

38,000 full time students to 210,000, the largest in the nation. At the inauguration, New York 

Governor Nelson A. Rockefeller remarked, 

We set out to create a State University second to none. This was our goal. This is our 

goal. This remains our goal. I am confident we will succeed, because of my total 

confidence in the man now directing the destiny of the State University—Dr. Ernest L. 

Boyer. (Rockefeller, 1971, p. 3) 

At this time, he also helped move his parents from Dayton, Ohio, to a retirement village 

in Grantham, Pennsylvania, much closer to Albany. He returned to his childhood home to help 

complete the move. His parents had already sold their home to a younger family, friends of the 

Boyer family already living there. As Ernest was boxing up the last of his parents’ belongings, 

the friends’ three–year–old daughter, Melissa, walked up to Boyer with a book in hand and said, 

“Would you read this to me?” Boyer sat down on the floor and read to her (Stump, 2004, p. 2). It 

surely was a breath of fresh air for a chancellor with the weight of so many things on his 

shoulders.  

He had not forgotten his plan to develop a world class university system, but there were 

still student protests to engage. Boyer hired people with specific responsibilities to handle the 

protests in a careful and wise manner. Early in his tenure, students staged a sit-in in front of his 
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office. Students were chanting, demanding to be heard. Boyer told his security detail that he 

wanted to go down and talk with the students. They replied, “We cannot guarantee your safety.” 

Boyer responded, “I’m not asking you to” (B. J. Martin, 2004, p. 2). At great personal risk, 

Boyer went and spent more than an hour with the students. Later, while president at the Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, he received a letter from one of those student 

protesters. The letter was one of thanks and told him that the chancellor inspired the young man 

to complete his education and become a lawyer (Underwood, 2005).  It was one of many 

encounters where Boyer employed his pacifist theology to make a difference in tense situations.  

As student unrest finally ebbed, Boyer turned his attention to improving the SUNY 

system. When he took the helm as chancellor, SUNY was bursting at the seams, growing at an 

alarming rate. A former colleague, Irving Freedman (Freedman, 2005) described it as if “there 

was a hole in the ground almost everywhere” (p. 2). The construction fund that financed the 

SUNY building expansions was a separate entity from the university, and the construction fund 

managers had become accustomed to making all the decisions. A power struggle ensued between 

the university construction fund head Tony Adinolfi and Chancellor Boyer. Many in SUNY 

administration felt that Adinolfi had his sights set on the chancellorship and was bitter to be 

overlooked. Boyer, exhibiting the gravitas he championed in his speeches on student activism, 

was patient and calm. Before the issue erupted, Adinolfi passed away due to cancer. Boyer filled 

Adinolfi’s position with Oscar Landford, giving him the title of Vice Chancellor for Capital 

Facilities and General Manager of the State University Construction Fund (Freedman, 2005). A 

long title, but it brought the construction fund directly under the Chancellor’s control.  

Immediately, Chancellor Boyer began doing what chancellors do: lobbying, fundraising, 

and moving the largest state higher education system in the country forward. He was an effective 
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advocate of the university, using his public speaking skills to promote SUNY throughout the 

state. Remarked one friend, Irving Freedman, “There were times, when, as Chancellor, he would 

make remarks or give a speech, and you just sat at the end of your chair mesmerized. And five 

minutes later you were wondering what did he say? What did he mean? But it was spiritual, it 

was wonderful.” (Freedman, 2005, p. 6).  

He preferred this type of work over the day–to–day tasks of administration (Freedman, 

2005). Boyer preferred to work in the realm of vision over pragmatics. He was an effective 

administrator but came alive when engaging others on substantial ideas. He enjoyed engaging 

constituents on the future of SUNY. During his tenure, he was known for his inability to fire 

people. It was not that he was not firm or demanding as a leader. Rather, it was likely due to his 

hopeful spirit, where he was more likely to see people’s strengths as opposed to their 

weaknesses.  

He also engaged the political world of New York. Men raised as Brethren are not 

typically thrust into politics, but Boyer handled it well. He never viewed himself as a politician 

but was comfortable working with them. Boyer had a good relationship with the governor of 

New York, Nelson Rockefeller. Boyer and Rockefeller had similar hopes for SUNY. Neither 

wanted to load the system up with politicians. Rather, they wanted to grow SUNY to be the 

signature system in the country (Freedman, 2005). Boyer was a registered democrat, likely due 

to the party’s dovish posture and inclination towards public funding for education. However, he 

was likely one of the least partisan democrats on the party’s register (Harmon & Harmon, 2004). 

His political engagement was always for the sake of SUNY, which he believed existed for 

purposes beyond just education (Freedman, 2005). His political acumen was tested very early in 

his tenure. In the early 1970s, the state senate was threatening to cut SUNY funding by 22 
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million dollars. Boyer went to the legislative leadership and asked them if he felt every one of 

the state agencies was effective in their work. Of course, the response was no. Then Boyer 

inquired if the legislature thought the university was effective. Sheepishly, the response was, 

“Well, sure.” Boyer quipped, “Do you want it to keep on working?” (Freedman, 2005, p. 7). The 

budget was saved (Freedman, 2005).  

Life as chancellor was varied and complex. One hour, he was meeting with New York’s 

political elite. The next, he was talking with a student editor from SUNY’s Stony Brook campus 

and inviting him to his home for dinner (Case, 1970). Despite his demanding schedule, he spent 

as much time as possible with students. He found engaging students to be refreshing. In order to 

more effectively understand student climate, he would arrive at student meetings unannounced to 

speak with them on an individual basis (Case, 1970).  

Everything he did as chancellor pointed towards bringing good, quality leaders and 

teachers into SUNY. According to Irving Freedman, “He was focused on getting good 

presidents. He was focused on creating and perpetuating a [SUNY] faculty senate that meant 

something. He was focused on the academics of the University. He was trying to come up with 

something new and innovative” (Freedman, 2005, p. 4). In the SUNY context, innovation meant 

bringing the collegial, familial values he valued during his days at Upland College to the large 

system. Boyer arranged for the campus presidents to have two to three meetings per year in 

Cooperstown, New York. Board members, presidents, and their spouses would all attend. There 

would be meetings during the day but dinner and dancing at night. Freedman reflected, “I think 

that was probably a time when the University was as close as it was ever going to be, because it 

sure as hell is not now” (Freedman, 2005, p. 7). 
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Within months of his appointment, Boyer held a working retreat for his senior staff at the 

chancellor’s home in September of 1970. James Hall, who attended the meetings, remembered 

the retreat vividly: “We started to talk about some new approaches to learning, just 

brainstorming with the chancellor’s key staff. It was a time when many ideas were percolating, 

and that is when the idea of a new college was hatched.” (Hall, 2005, p. 2). The group was 

discussing new ways of learning–methods that would reach non-traditional students. Boyer set 

his mind to open a new sort of SUNY college, one that met the needs of a unique population. As 

a result, a delegation from SUNY visited the British Open University, a new college leading the 

way in non-traditional education.  Founding a new college was not on the retreat agenda. But the 

SUNY leadership left with a resolve to create was a campus-less SUNY college, one that would 

not require students to stop their lives and come to a campus. Rather, the college would come to 

the student.  

 It was an audacious step for the new chancellor (Freedman, 2005). The fiscal climate of 

the state was not favorable, and many in the SUNY system questioned what impact a new 

campus would have on their respective campus budgets. But Boyer and his team pressed on. It 

was Boyer’s first concerted effort in his career to address the issue of diversity in higher 

education: “I began to discover that higher education, with all the talk about diversity, was, in 

many ways, a hugely imitative system.” (Boyer, 1995a, p. 1). It turned out that Boyer had been 

mulling over the idea while still working under Chancellor Gould. Before his retirement, Boyer 

pitched the idea to Gould, who loved it (Boyer, 1995a). Desiring unity, he chose to slip the idea 

into what all others felt was a collective brainstorming session. Planning for the new college 

began in his first year as chancellor (1970), and the college was founded in 1971. Boyer himself, 

with the help of Kay (Boyer, 1995a), came up with the name:  
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The SUNY tradition, as you know, is to name colleges after their location — Plattsburgh, 

Binghamton, Buffalo, and all the rest. Well, here was a college that had no “place;” it 

would be everywhere. So I spent a lot of time thinking about what one might call a 

college without a campus. At one time I thought of calling it, “University College.” But 

then it just occurred to me: We’re talking about serving the whole state of New York, the 

“Empire State.” And, so the more I thought about it, the more “Empire State College” 

made sense. And, as they say, the rest is history. (Bonnabeau, 2000, p. 1)  

Boyer’s most important task was to find the right leadership. He did not want Empire 

State College to be seen as a favored campus, a personal pet project of the chancellor (Hall, 

2005). Boyer and James Hall talked to Arthur Chickering, the noted educational researcher. He 

was a leader in student development theory, known for his seven-vector theory of development, 

explored in Education and Identity (Chickering, 1969), which released just two years before the 

college opened.  Hall lobbied for Chickering to be Empire State’s first president. Boyer 

hesitated, preferring to offer him a vice presidential role (Hall, 2005). They compromised on a 

senior level administration role, with Hall becoming Empire State’s first president. The 

relationship between Chickering and Hall soon soured. Chickering and Hall often clashed, and 

Boyer deferred to Hall’s view in most instances. The group had a fundamental disagreement on 

tenure. Chickering was philosophically opposed to tenure and felt that it drained education of its 

creativity and initiative (Hall 2005). Boyer and Hall sympathized but felt it was too important to 

maintain equity among all faculty in the SUNY system. Despite initial hurdles, Empire State 

College grew to be a successful experiment in non-traditional approaches to higher education.  

To relieve the state from bearing the brunt of the startup costs, Boyer secured funding for 

Empire State College by receiving grants totaling $1 million from the Carnegie Corporation and 
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the Ford Foundation (U.S. News & World Report, 1971). In the short time between the school’s 

announcement and its official launch, Empire State College received 10,000 admissions inquires. 

The average age of the Empire State student in 1973 was 29 (Boyer, 1973). Quickly Boyer 

became the father of the degree–completion movement, and he did so with an expressed 

commitment to quality. Empire State College was not a diploma mill. Boyer frequently boasted 

the quality of education a student could receive. Quality was explored by Keller and Meskill 

(1973), evaluating Empire State’s processes, systems, pedagogy, and curriculum, who found that 

the school accomplished that which it intended: a quality, flexible college education. The school 

continues to serve as a prototype for similar institutions throughout the nation.  As of 1996, the 

college “celebrated its twenty-fifth anniversary, [with] 28,000 graduates” (Carnegie Foundation, 

1996, p. 17). While others were still trying to make sense of the student activism in recent years, 

Boyer set his sights on the present and future challenges for American higher education. In an 

op-ed for the Chronicle of Higher Education (Boyer, 1972b), he carefully argued that the 

common forms of educating colleges students were antiquated. He proposed the external degree 

as a helpful alternative: “For more and more individuals in search of an education, the trappings 

of college life represent an irrelevance or a distraction” (Boyer, 1972b, para. 15). He was careful 

to defend the role that campus still plays in the higher education landscape and called for a 

broadening of thinking in how students are educated.   

 Boyer inherited a university system that had grown faster than the administration could 

handle. In 1971, there were 72 campuses, 320,000 students, and a budget over half a billion 

dollars. With such explosive growth came significant challenges. To make sense of it Boyer led 

an effort to reorder the system into eight coordinating regions in the state (Farber, 1971). This 

accomplished a few important things for SUNY. First, it helped schools geographically 
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proximate to one another to more easily share resources and assets. Second, it made it easier for 

private colleges, of special concern to Boyer, to strengthen ties with their public neighbors. 

Third, it provided a more seamless transition for New York community college students, who 

were having trouble being accepted into SUNY colleges. Fourth, it allowed for a more 

streamlined central office, saving money to the state (Farber, 1971). The plan, in fiscal terms, 

worked splendidly. SUNY’s reputation was historically riddled with claims of bureaucracy and 

waste. Boyer’s restructuring eliminated 40 administrative posts at the central office, trimming the 

budget by $750,000 (Albany Times-Union, 1971).  

Boyer also led an effort to expand SUNY’s programs year round, to more fully utilize 

SUNY campuses and provide students with more flexibility (Jenner, 1972). He appointed a 

committee to evaluate and develop a plan, in hopes of implementation in 1973. It was a savvy 

move. The trustees at SUNY had recently voted to raise tuition, and Boyer was looking for 

something positive to give back to students. He even considered bringing the 4-1-4 calendar he 

himself invented at Upland College (Buffalo Courier-Express, 1972).  

In a 1972 speech, Boyer laid out his beliefs more clearly than any other time at SUNY. 

Bemoaning what he felt was the privatization of life, he called upon his audience to think more 

integratively: 

We must take off our blinders and find better ways to understand the wholeness of life. 

We must better understand and better manage not just the problem of the physical 

ecology of this planet, but understand the delicate balance of our social ecology as well. 

We see more clearly than before that unity, not the fragmentation of knowledge, must be 

our central goal. . . . I believe the nation faces something which in an earlier day would 

have been called a “spiritual crisis.” (Boyer, 1972c, pp. 13-14) 
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Boyer believed a college must be more than a place where skills and knowledge are 

gained. It must be a place to explore values and the essence of humanity. The turbulence of the 

past decade was a cause for searching and reflection. In speeches delivered during his time as 

chancellor, he often invoked American philosopher Josiah Royce, who suggested that although 

we seem to be growing in our knowledge, we do not seem to be growing more profound or 

reverent (Boyer, 1972a). While a public official, Boyer was not allowed to express his personal 

faith. However, colleagues noted that, although he never spoke of it, his faith was clearly within 

him all the time (Freedman, 2005). Instead of preaching to the state of New York, he invoked 

philosophy that conveyed the integration of his faith and education in profound ways. “We 

must,” said Boyer (1973), “reawaken our conviction that a truly educated person is a person of 

values—one who has some pretty firm notions about life, about what is good in society, and 

about what it is we still must change” (p. 17).  

In 1971, Boyer asked New Yorkers to reconsider the classic 4–year bachelor’s degree. He 

proposed at 3–year B.A. (Buffalo Evening News, 1971). Boyer (1973) wondered what the impact 

would be if high school and college were considered as a whole. He experimented with various 

ways to integrate the two into a 7–year sequence (Boyer, 1973). Several SUNY campuses 

experimented with four years of high school/three years of college. Others were testing three 

years of high school/four years of college. Still others were toying with a 3-1-3 arrangement, 

where SUNY campuses admitted high school juniors to spend a dual credit year. Boyer staked 

SUNY’s future on the strength of its teaching. Boyer also believed that the university was big 

enough to exalt both prolific scholars and master teachers. While chancellor, he proposed that a 

rank equal to “Distinguished Professor” be developed. He called it University Teacher, an honor 
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to SUNY’s master teachers (Buffalo Evening News, 1971). Boyer also championed a SUNY 

college for the state’s prison population (Freedman, 2005).  

With student activism on the college campus waning and U.S. involvement in the 

Vietnam War winding down, the nation could focus on other issues. One was the Soviet Union, 

America’s longtime Cold War enemy. Presidents Nixon and Ford adopted a détente approach to 

the bloc of communist countries (Bowker & Williams, 1988). Regardless of intent, a thawing out 

of relations between the countries created an opportunity seized by Ernest Boyer. SUNY 

developed the first formal undergraduate exchange program between the United States and the 

Soviet Union (Ebner, 1974). Boyer negotiated directly with the Soviet Ministry of Higher 

Education in April 1974, and the two groups agreed to exchange 10 students each for the fall 

1974 semester. SUNY’s diverse delegation was chosen from all over the state. There were six 

women and four men. The SUNY students studied at the Moscow State Institute of Foreign 

Languages, where their studies focused on Russian language, literature, and cultural studies. In 

an official press release, Boyer (Ebner, 1974) called the agreement  

 historic . . . provid[ing] an opportunity for expanded cooperative studies not only in 

language, but other disciplines, between the United States and the USSR. . . . I’m 

confident this program will tremendously benefit the participants and strengthen relations 

between the two countries. (p. 2)  

Boyer helped Upland College explore Soviet–U.S. relations in the nation’s first mid-year term in 

1953.He continued that conversation at SUNY, implementing the first college student exchange 

program between the two countries.  

Boyer’s work at SUNY was challenging, but he made substantial progress. In less than a 

decade, he had introduced the country to the idea of an external college degree, streamlined the 
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SUNY system, eliminated fiscal waste, introduced an exchange program with the USSR, and 

created a 3-year bachelor’s degree. Ernest’s family recalled that he often told them that 10 years 

is about the limit to stay at any one place. Boyer had been at SUNY for nearly 12 years when he 

received a fateful, unexpected call from the United States Secretary of Health, Education, and 

Welfare, Joseph Califano.  

United States Commissioner of Education (1977-1979) 

Secretary Califano was helping build the cabinet of newly elected President Jimmy 

Carter. They wanted Boyer to be United States Commissioner of Education, but he was set 

against taking the position (K. Boyer, 2003). Ernie Jr. implored his father to consider it. In a 

conversation with Kay, he argued, “What do you mean, he’s not going? He at least needs to go 

talk about it. He’s been the State University of New York long enough” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 25).  

Ernie Jr. talked to his father and was persistent. The elder Ernest relented and agreed to interview 

but still had no intentions of moving to Washington. He travelled to Washington for the 

interview, and there, according to wife, Kay, he thought he had clearly turned down the offer. He 

returned to New York to find a TV crew waiting for him on the front lawn of his home. They 

wanted to talk to the newly appointed Commissioner of Education.  

Boyer was shocked and distressed. He made some phone calls and found that information 

had been leaked to the press. One is left to wonder if the leak came from directly the Carter 

administration, a ploy to push Boyer into accepting the role. Kay recalled, “I think it was one of 

the most distressing days of his life. He never ever wanted to hold a federal position. He, quite 

frankly, had not voted for Jimmy Carter (probably because he worked for a Republican 

governor). . . . He didn’t want to be identified with any party” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 26). Boyer 

called fellow SUNY administrators James Kelly and Irving Freedman to his home to talk it 
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through. Freedman remembered Boyer’s distress well: “Ernie very seldom had a drink, or 

seldom had a cigar, and on this occasion . . . he had both a drink and a cigar” (Freedman, 2005). 

Freedman appreciated Boyer’s dilemma, but quickly grew nervous: “He’s got that spirit, he’s got 

that vigor—he’s gonna go down there, and he’s gonna get murdered. . . . We hated to lose him” 

(Freedman, 2005, p. 6).  

Ernie and Kay spent the evening in prayer and intense conversation. In the end, he felt he 

had no choice but to accept the role. According to Kay, “He felt that it was his destiny. That this 

is sometimes the way that God works out things we don’t understand and we might think is 

totally a mistake.” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 27). SUNY historians (Clark, et al., 2010) determined 

that, given the financial pit of New York at the time, “Boyer was no doubt relieved to accept 

President Carter’s invitation to become Commissioner of Education” (p. 60). Simply, this was 

not true. Boyer was not looking to leave a post he loved. He was, by all respects, cornered into 

the position. Once Boyer came to terms with his decision, like every other role he had, he 

devoted himself to his work. 

The next step was to be confirmed by a senate hearing, a notoriously difficult experience. 

Present at Boyer’s confirmation hearing was Robert Hochstein (Hochstein, 2005). He was a 

seasoned news director in the office of education and was amazed at how well Boyer handled the 

pressure of the hearing with such ease. Boyer was confirmed as the 23
rd

 Commissioner of 

Education, and the two men formed an immediate bond. Hochstein quickly became Boyer’s 

right-hand man.  

The Boyer family resettled in the Washington, D.C.. Kay went back to school, enrolling 

in a graduate nurse-midwifery program at Georgetown University. At times, Ernest was more 

excited about the opportunity than Kay. He was incredibly supportive, continually helping her 
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organize her studies (K. Boyer, 2003). Ernest began his own sort of education, navigating his 

way through the federal government. He was tasked with managing a $12 billion federal 

education budget. Ernest loved the work, but hated the constant pressure of the Washington 

media. Kay had similar views:  

The press was the biggest pressure. They could destroy anyone overnight if they had a 

chance. We were always walking on thin ice, never knowing if you might slip up and say 

the wrong word. . . . He saw it happen when he was there to some of his friends. (K. 

Boyer, 2003, p. 27).  

However, he excelled in dealing with the press. Hochstein (Hochstein, 2005) helped write 

many of Boyer’s speeches and arranged all of his media relations. He remembered Boyer’s 

handling of the press as “masterful . . . he was just remarkably good at expressing ideas . . . part 

of the reason he was so good at all of this is because he was a great listener” (Hochstein, 2005, p. 

3).  

When not dealing with the press, Boyer fought against another part of the job he loathed: 

bureaucratic language. For a man who loved the written and spoken word, working for the 

federal government was a great frustration. Boyer became very critical of the bureaucratic 

language that dominated Washington, feeling it failed to communicate effectively (Hochstein, 

2005). His frustration rose to the point of vocalizing it quite publicly to anchor Jane Pauley on 

the Today Show (Hochstein, 2005). To help change the culture, Boyer started a small school 

called the Horace Mann Center within the Office of Education (K. Boyer, 2003). He taught a 

course on communication skills at the school, whose purpose was to encourage and teach 

education bureaucrats how to write and speak in common–sense, proper English. Boyer was 
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dismayed at the lack of inspiration within the federal government and felt that the federal 

government must practice what it preached to the nation.  

Internal issues alone could have filled Boyer’s schedule, but education in America had 

more pressing concerns. As commissioner, Boyer quickly learned that he was the lightning rod 

for all of America’s education problems. As the looked to him for solutions for education, he 

often said, “Don’t just bring me the problems, tell me what we should do about them” 

(Hochstein, 2005, p. 17). He was frustrated by rhetoric without action. His experiences dealing 

with campus activism taught him this lesson well. He set his office on an ambitious agenda, 

focusing on initiatives surrounding access and equity, diversity, and a centrality of language. 

According to Hochstein (2005), “his ideas would just take root” (p. 17). He and Secretary 

Califano decided on a central aim to provide more equity and improve early literacy.  

Access was not a new concept in federal education circles. Access to excellence seemed 

impossible to most bureaucrats in Washington. In Boyer’s own words, “after all, education can 

be a broken promise, a hollow dream, if access leads to an ill-defined, poorly developed, low 

quality learning experience” (Bonham, 1978, p. 21). The key to integrating the two, according to 

Boyer, was to focus on the fundamental components of a holistic education and do them well. He 

often stated, “when they get to high school or college, they didn’t just fall from Mars. Learning 

starts at birth” (Hochstein, 2005, p. 8).  

He championed an ecological view of life and education. In his first year as 

commissioner, he returned to New York to deliver a commencement address at SUNY Purchase 

(Boyer, 1977). He posed key educational questions for the future. It was an honorific gesture to 

his former mentor at Upland College, H. G. Brubacher, who was famous for such forecasting: 

 Where will we get our food, and how can it be appropriately distributed? 
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 What about our energy supply, and how can it be equitably shared?  

 How can we reduce the poisons in the atmosphere?  

 Can we have a proper balance between population and the life support system of 

this planet Earth?  

 And how can we live together with civility in a climate of constraint? (Boyer, 

1977, p. 11)  

Commissioner Boyer was asking questions others were not and attempting to solve them 

in unconventional ways. A helpful example of this comes from his first few months in office. 

When he arrived, he discovered that federal financial aid was in disarray, and politicians were 

using chaos as an opportunity to advance their agenda. Boyer strongly opposed a proposed bill 

redistributing tax credits for public education. He felt it was giving aid to students who needed it 

the least and would institute a cycle of rising tax credit ceilings and tuition, further excluding 

poorer students (Boyer, 1978). He continually challenged politicians to consider what was truly 

best for our country. Rather than staying mired in the rhetoric and special interests, Boyer sought 

to get to the bottom of the federal student loan issue (Hochstein, 2005). Rather than gradually 

work his way down the chain of command in his office as was bureaucratic custom, he 

immediately reached far down the hierarchy to a woman who knew the issue best and 

empowered her to bring about the needed change (Hochstein, 2005).  

As Ernest Boyer delved into the work of the commissionership, he came to some 

troubling conclusions regarding education in America. He realized that there were many 

populations of American citizens severely underserved by the government. He devoted his brief 

tenure in Washington challenging his colleagues to do something about it.  
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As Boyer settled into his role as Commissioner, he realized that many school districts 

were not complying with laws regarding students with disabilities, and those that did comply 

were sorely underfunded. He worked to get schools to comply with disability laws and increased 

funding for the disadvantages programs under Title 1. Boyer described the progress made to a 

magazine editor, “Under what we call Title 1, they [elementary and secondary students] get over 

three billion dollars to 14,000 school districts to help educate disadvantaged children—and 

teaching language is one of the primary goals” (Bonham, 1978, p. 22). Boyer’s disability 

education program was not simply an access issue. It was an access to excellence issue.  

 Ernest Boyer had spent the bulk of his early life surrounded by people who looked like 

him and thought like him. As Boyer’s influence increased, he progressively held responsibility 

for more diverse populations. His work founding Empire State College while chancellor at 

SUNY opened his eyes to a diverse world in need of quality education. His engagement with 

student activism over civil rights and the Vietnam War fostered deep reflection on his 

educational philosophy. Boyer (1977) encouraged his audience at the SUNY Purchase 

commencement to see the issue of racial integration in light of a larger vision of social ecology:  

In 1940, more than three quarters of all American blacks lived in the South. Today only 

about half of them do. Their exodus has been in many ways similar to the hopeful, the 

pitiful, and yet the epic emigrations of the Irish, The Germans, the Italians, and the Jews. 

. . . We must take off our blinders and find better ways to understand the wholeness of 

life . . . the delicate balance of our social ecology. (Boyer, 1977, pp. 7-8) 

It was a bold yet hopeful statement in a pivotal time. The United States courts were 

debating affirmative action. The landmark U.S. Supreme Court case, Regents of the University of 

California v. Bakke (1978) was argued in October of 1977, and the case was decided less than 
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three weeks after Boyer’s remarks. Boyer was not using the SUNY Purchase commencement to 

make a political statement on affirmative action. As usual, he was encouraging his audience to 

move beyond the rhetoric to consider the complexity and richness of such an important issue. 

Boyer saw diversity and integration as an issue that ran much deeper than admissions formulas 

and special interest politics. He argued, 

If done well, I think education builds in students a tremendous confidence in terms of 

their sense of uniqueness. They can rejoice in the fact that they have a special tradition, 

carrying a remarkable story of its own. . . . But this sense of special self must be 

accompanied by an understanding of our togetherness as well. (Bonham, 1978, p. 22)  

Boyer urged the nation to make unity the central goal of education (Boyer, 1977).  Kay 

recalls this politically charged time well. During Boyer’s tenure in Washington “there was much 

concern about the schools being integrated . . . he spent a lot of time going to Southern states 

trying to help negotiate. . . . He wanted to make sure that the African American teachers, 

principals, and students understood that they were entitled to equal opportunities” (K. Boyer, 

2003, p. 28).  

In addition to his efforts for students with disabilities and African American students, 

Boyer was a tireless advocate of improving Native American colleges (K. Boyer, 2003). When 

Boyer began working in Washington, he was dismayed to find that Native American colleges 

were not receiving promised federal money. He spent much of his two years in Washington  

righting this wrong, hiring a Native American on his staff to help him understand the 

complexities of the issue and find a solution. He was so compelled by this work that he later 

established Boyer Associates, a private family association that Boyer ran with his son Paul. The 
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association conducted extensive research on tribal college conditions. Paul eventually authored a 

Carnegie Foundation report on the issue (P. Boyer, 1997).   

During Boyer’s tenure as Commissioner of Education, he increased federal funding of 

education by 40%, allowing him to develop programs to increase literacy in America’s schools. 

He worked closely with First Lady Rosalynn Carter, who was directing a program called Cities 

in Schools, which provided basic services to underserved high school students (Boyer, n.d.d.). In 

Boyer’s last year as Commissioner, he launched an ambitious literary program which included 

chief school superintendents from all 50 states, who banded together in a nationwide effort to 

improve basic language skills.  

Boyer celebrated his 50
th

 birthday while commissioner. His experience in higher 

education at SUNY and his engagement with elementary and secondary education while in 

Washington made him the “go-to person on education” in America (Hochstein, 2005, p. 15). But 

working in Washington was exhausting. His former pastor in California, Eber Dourte (Dourte & 

Dourte, 2004), travelled to Washington to visit Boyer in his office. He was astounded by the 

frenetic pace of the work:  

Ernie was operating two telephones at the same time. . . . He would have to interrupt our 

conversation a bit to respond to somebody. . . . That was an interesting little session we 

had and I can see why Ernie didn’t stay with that job very long because he didn’t seem to 

be the kind of fellow who was interested in that. . . . One of the jobs his subordinates had 

to do was to get all the newspaper clippings that praised this guy and talked about his 

achievements. . . . Doing that kind of research for somebody’s ego wasn’t quite the kind 

of things that Ernie liked to do. (Dourte & Dourte, 2004, pp. 9-10) 
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Boyer’s life was a stark contrast from his simpler days of conversing with students about 

a chapel message at the Upland College snack bar. For a man who valued time and space to 

speak to individuals, reflect, and work hard in humility, Washington grew wearisome.  

However, his time was not in vain. He was a highly influential official in the Carter 

administration and widely respected by Congress (Hochstein, 2005). He had pushed the country 

in some very significant directions on access, equity, and diversity. He truly valued the 

experience, referring to it as a “great school for learning about issues affecting all sectors of 

education” (Hochstein, 2005, p. 15). Later, he would remark, in a family reunion book, “This 

(role) was, for me, one of the most outstanding and rewarding chapters in my professional life. 

Jimmy Carter was, and is, in my opinion, one of the truly great statesmen to occupy the White 

House.” (Boyer, n.d.e).  The Boyer and Carter families remained close throughout their lives. In 

1986, in his role as chairperson of the Messiah College Board of Trustees, Ernest awarded 

President Carter an honorary degree (Boyer, n.d.e).  Boyer’s tenure in Washington provided him 

with a deep and highly coveted understanding of the entire educational system in America. Clark 

Kerr, former chancellor at the University of California at Berkeley and then president of the 

Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching called. He wanted Boyer to succeed him.  

It was an opportunity to take a step back and truly begin to think about all he had witnessed and 

experienced in Washington. It was an opportunity to leave the pressured environment of the 

Washington, D.C. and extensively study his educational vision that he had been developing over 

his career. It was an opportunity too good to pass up.  

President, Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (1979-1995) 

The Boyer family left the pressured environment of Washington D.C. in 1979 for the 

friendlier confines of the Carnegie Foundation’s headquarters in Princeton, New Jersey. Boyer 
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took over the presidency of the Carnegie Foundation, succeeding Clark Kerr. Kerr essentially ran 

the foundation as a publishing house for education studies. He never wrote any of the studies 

himself, preferring to serve as more of a managing editor. The typical Carnegie report under Kerr 

had a very limited and specific audience. Boyer took the helm in 1979 and pledged to “do less 

but it will be more” (Hochstein, 2005, p. 12). In an interview at the beginning of his tenure, 

Boyer discussed the Carnegie Foundation’s mission: 

The Foundation, by tradition and by charter, serves the interest of higher education, and 

so my concerns now are with the health and well-being of the higher education 

community during a decade of dramatic change. Of course we must concern ourselves 

with budgets and enrollments, but we increasingly must make decisions about purpose 

and quality. (Hochstein, 1980, p. 8)  

Although Boyer intended to narrow the scope of the Carnegie Foundation to its historic 

roots, he eventually broadened its scope beyond higher education to developing equitable, 

excellent coherence in the entire span of education. The Boyer vision for the foundation was to 

broaden the audience to include not only educators but the American public. Drawing from his 

work at SUNY and the Carter administration, he adopted an intentionally populist, grassroots 

approach. He believed that if you win the public, you change policy (Hochstein, 2005). Boyer 

the higher education leader gave way to Boyer the public education intellectual.  

To this point in his career, Boyer had always been recruited to join another leader’s team. 

This was true of his former bosses and mentors H. G. Brubacher (Upland College) and Sam 

Gould (SUNY). Now it was Boyer’s turn to assemble a team to help him implement his agenda. 

Most notably, he brought Robert Hochstein with him as Director of Communications for the 

Carnegie Foundation. During Boyer’s time in Washington, the two became very close. Though 
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Bob stayed in Washington and worked for the Carnegie Foundation remotely, Boyer and 

Hochstein spent nearly every day on the phone discussing the Carnegie Foundation’s work 

(Underwood, 2005). When he was in his office in Princeton, he began his day with a cup of 

coffee and daily copies of The Washington Post and The New York Times (Underwood, 2005). 

He spent most of his first days in office crafting speeches for his ambitious travel agenda, 

travelling thousands of miles throughout the nation each year. He largely wrote the speeches 

himself, asking his staff for input to help him shape ideas, themes, and language. His wife Kay 

recalled his speech writing methods, saying that “he never really totally read a speech. He 

handwrote some of what he intended to say. And it was always organized, so he always had 

three, four, five points” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 1). His mind ran faster than he wrote. Many of his 

speech notes are in a unique shorthand. Of the speech notes that were typed by his staff, Boyer 

often tweaked the content until the very last minute. Many of his typed notes have his 

handwritten edits. Longtime friend Galen Oakes remarked, “I was surprised he could make such 

eloquent speeches from such terrible notes” (Oakes & Oakes, 2004, p. 2).  

Boyer was a tireless voice for the Carnegie Foundation. Hochstein remembered boarding 

a red-eye flight with Boyer after a long and arduous trip along the West Coast. Rather than sleep, 

Boyer spent the entire flight working on his next speech and the entire ride from the airport 

catching up on his mail (Hochstein, 2005). He was meticulous in his preparation for the Carnegie 

Foundation board meetings, which were held twice per year in April and November. Where his 

predecessor Kerr was more of a hands-off leader, although Boyer was very hands-on 

(Underwood, 2005).  

Most of Boyer’s early speeches focused on American higher education, the segment he 

knew best. He cast a vision of coherence for higher education, stressing a curriculum of unity 
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and connectedness. He viewed the curriculum as “a dramatic yardstick in  . . . ‘the morality 

index’ in higher education” (Boyer, 1980a, p. 2). He challenged the prevailing individualization 

of the day, calling for a return to coherence in the curriculum: “I believe that every student must 

begin to understand not just his connection to the past but his connectedness today” (Boyer, 

1980a, p. 5). He argued for a common core to strengthen the common connectedness of 

humanity.  

At the time, higher education was leaning heavily towards specialized professional 

training, a trend Boyer found troubling. He felt that America’s colleges and universities were 

pushing students into certain favored professions such as business and health–related careers, 

which diminished that which is great about liberal education. He reasoned for a balanced 

approach of “inspiration and vocation” (Boyer, 1980b, p. 2), to pursue a mission much deeper 

than vocational training. Drawing from Thoreau (1854) and Lindsay (1914) he championed a 

common, connected curriculum to an audience at Oklahoma State University: 

If we are to be more profound and more reverent we must see the wholeness of life. 

Unity, not the fragmentation of knowledge, should be central to our search. And if this 

perspective is not part of vocational learning then regardless of their jobs, our students 

will live out their lives in quiet desperation. (Boyer, 1980b, p. 4) 

Ernest Boyer urged the nation to consider the very purpose of higher education and not 

take it for granted. He warned against mission creep as colleges and university scrambled to 

address the ever–growing and diverse educational needs of students. Boyer was heavily involved 

in responding to the tumultuous college student activism of the 1960s and 1970s and heard 

student’s complaints about higher education’s curricular rigidity. In Boyer’s estimation, 

America’s colleges overreacted, abolishing the good alongside the bad (Kurtis, 1981). Higher 
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education should also be concerned with broader goals, one of which is to instill values (Boyer, 

1980c). When most higher education leaders were concerned with enrollment, Boyer was 

challenging them to consider purpose.  

For Boyer, a more unified, common approach to higher education was not a protectionist 

pursuit for the elite. Rather, it had profound implications on social equity. A coherent core 

curriculum would not only improve education, it would make it more accessible as it tapped into 

the connectedness and commonality of humanity. Course offerings and majors were increasing 

exponentially, without attention to integrative themes. At a speech in September 1980, Boyer’s 

critique of education began to transform into a more clear vision for education: “The core 

curriculum should have one-central-integrative goal: To help students better understand the 

enormous—imponderable system of life in which we are all embedded as working parts” (Boyer, 

1980d, p. 26).  

During these early years at the Carnegie Foundation, Boyer worked very closely with 

Arthur Levine, then a senior fellow at the Carnegie Foundation. They began to craft a vision of 

general education that embodied Boyer’s call for unity and integration. In a speech at Penn State 

(Boyer, 1980e), Boyer argued that “we are certain that a college education takes about four 

years, but we are uncertain as to what  takes four years” (Boyer, 1980e, p. 2). While careful to 

uphold and promote diversity of access to education (particularly among minorities), Boyer 

advocated a common curriculum that combated isolation and focused on connections. Of 

particular emphasis was common use of language, engagement with nature, and shared values 

(Boyer, 1980e).  

As Boyer and Levine immersed themselves in this work, Boyer realized that there was a 

significant disconnect among high school leaders and college leaders. To suggest a renewed 
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commitment to a coherent general education in college required proper preparation in high 

school. Boyer’s vision for higher education was so deeply integrated into a seamless perspective 

that spanned from preschool through college, he soon realized that if the Carnegie Foundation’s 

research agenda was to be effective, it would need to attend to the entirety of the system 

(Hochstein, 2005). A broader research agenda for the Carnegie Foundation emerged in Boyer’s 

mind.  

As Boyer and Levine began to craft their argument for a rejuvenated general education, 

an elevated vision of the high school emerged. Viewing the high school and the college together 

heightened the great inequities of education in the 1980s. In a 1981 speech in Washington, D.C., 

just weeks before Boyer and Levine’s (1981) essay was released, Boyer encouraged leaders in 

both sectors to see their persistent problems as common problems (Boyer, 1981a). He also 

challenged the nation to consider a renewed commitment to common learning as a way to 

combat the severe racial inequities in American education. In the speech, he warned that “the 

face of young America is changing. And the new students are precisely those who have been 

least well served by the nation’s colleges and schools” (Boyer, 1981a, p. 2).  

These observations led Boyer to plan a summer institute in 1981 that included the 

country’s 50 chief state school officers and a chosen college president from each state. Boyer 

believed that the Carnegie Foundation could bridge the divide that has historically existed 

between these two camps. It was an effective way to encourage 100 of the nation’s top educators 

to interact with the Boyer and Levine’s (1981) brief essay, A Quest for Common Learning: The 

Aims of General Education. The Carnegie Foundation hosted a colloquium at the University of 

Chicago to celebrate the essay’s release, April 7, 1981. Boyer delivered the keynote address, 

outlining the essay’s vision. He traced the history of the curriculum in American higher 



118 

education, suggesting that “the ebb and flow of general education is, in fact, a mirror of broader 

shifts in the nation’s mood” (Boyer, 1981b, p. 7). At the present time, Boyer argued that general 

education must reaffirm a common life and common goals while confronting common problems. 

One such problem was college student cynicism and isolation, which he felt colleges actually 

fostered. He encouraged America’s educators to renew a commitment to a curriculum that helps 

students care about their connectedness. General education, to Boyer, welcomed students as 

members of a vibrant community.  

Boyer was audaciously promoting a larger scale of the vibrant educational communities 

of which he was a part at Messiah and Upland Colleges. He wanted to adapt the integrative, 

value-laden, common learning at the small Christian college level to a national scale, in hopes of 

connecting students to a global society (Boyer, 1981b). Boyer and Levine (1981) identified six 

broad themes to which colleges and universities should be devoted. First, all students should 

come to understand the shared use of symbols, including language, numbers, artistic expression, 

mass communication, and computer literacy. Language, to Boyer (1981b), “is the connecting 

tissue that binds society together” (p. 13). It was the cornerstone of his curricular reform. 

Second, students should understand their shared membership in groups and institutions (Boyer, 

1981b). Third, students should understand human consumption and interdependency. This 

included an exploration of the significance of work. Fourth, general education must concern 

itself with the interconnectedness of all life forms through exploring the interdependent nature of 

the universe. Scientific education must go beyond facts to deeply explore processes and proper 

citizenship in the scientific world. Fifth, students should understand a shared use of time, a 

common exploration of the world’s past and its future. Finally, general education should explore 

shared values and beliefs (Boyer, 1981b).  
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Boyer and Levine’s (1981) was a bold plan, but one that allowed for contextualization. 

They encouraged each college’s and university’s faculty to shape a general education curriculum 

that reflected its own values and culture. The essay was intended as a catalyst, not a formula, 

designed to begin conversations on how to encourage a common quest for an increasingly 

diverse college student population. Warding off rampant individualism in favor of the common 

good, Boyer and Levine’s vision was meant to instill hope in the future of humanity (Lehr, 

2012).  

In promoting a conversation on a value-based common pursuit to the core of college 

curricula, Boyer achieved his goal. He spent many of the months after the essay’s release 

speaking to the country about his vision for college education. He had laid out his principles for a 

renewed commitment to general education. Now his attention turned to convincing faculty and 

administrators to embody them. In a 1982 address to a conference on values in education, Boyer 

(1982a) proclaimed that “if values are to be taught, they must be lived and this means a climate 

of candor and integrity and honesty in the schools” (p. 7). Boyer advocated not merely an 

educated mind but an educated heart.  

And, as it had throughout his career, Boyer’s focus turned to teaching. At the core of any 

discussion on student learning, curriculum, or other educational issues, Boyer’s default was to 

celebrate, equip, and elevate teaching. In February 1983, Boyer was summoned back to 

Washington to present a statement before the Subcommittee on Postsecondary Education, a 

subgroup of the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Education and Labor (Boyer, 

1982b). Boyer, unable to shake his realization that a healthy common core required an increased 

attention on high school, was already working on a comprehensive report on high school (1983). 

Though he was asked to report on teaching at the postsecondary level, Boyer took the 
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opportunity to promote a seamless view of teaching in high school and college. Boyer, seasoned 

in the ways of Washington from his tenure as U.S. Commissioner of Education, connected his 

views to what the representatives knew best: funding. And he did so infused with his pacifist 

philosophy and his commitment to access:  

Today we are witnessing a declining commitment to excellence in education. The 

education safety net for needy students is being shredded. A buildup in sophisticated 

military hardware goes forward at an enormous cost, while federal investment in human 

capital—at both the school and college levels–continues to go down. (Boyer, 1982b, p. 1)  

He urged Congress to reverse what he felt was a downward spiral of the teaching 

profession, calling for better recruitment, compensation, and rewards for teachers. Boyer knew 

that any reforms of education began with teaching. Effective teaching develops civic-mindedness 

(Boyer, 1982c).  Boyer’s life had been formed by great teachers, and it was an experience he 

wanted for all students. At a 1982 gathering of university chancellors back at his graduate home, 

the University of Southern California, Boyer called upon the largest university system leaders to 

revive “the strict discipline of looking at our social institutions and confronting the deep, 

disheartening issues of the nature of the universe and man’s place in it” (Boyer, 1982c, p. 12).  

Exploring Boyer’s early years at the Carnegie Foundation revealed few consistent 

themes. First, Boyer called for a broader understanding of education. He implored higher 

education leaders to engage high school issues and high school administrators to engage colleges 

and universities. An effectively integrated general education was worthless without excellent 

preparation in high school. Second, Boyer’s work in general education reinvigorated his desire to 

exalt and enhance the role of the teacher in educational reform. It became a primary point of 
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emphasis in his next major report, High School: A Report on Secondary Education in America 

(Boyer, 1983b). 

Finally, Boyer integrated his private theology of Christian community into a public vision 

for connectedness. The pursuit of the collective, connected, common good was a holy pursuit of 

humanity. Regardless of institutional type, Boyer firmly believed that education in America had 

the potential to produce a just and virtuous society. He translated his personal faith into the 

public sector through the lens of civic engagement. This would become the next phase of his 

agenda at the Carnegie Foundation. Drawing from the deep well of his Grandfather Boyer’s 

service as a mission director, he believed that faith was unified through service. Put another way, 

“to be truly human, one must serve” (Jacobsen, 2000, p. 5). Jacobsen (2000) wrote specifically 

on Boyer’s faith applied in the public square:  

Boyer’s personal faith demanded public service, and the form of public service he 

chose—i.e., public education—demanded, in turn, that he articulate his faith publicly in 

ways that could be helpful to anyone regardless of their own particular religious faith or 

lack of religious faith. (p. 10)  

At the core of his faith was a connectedness of all things (Jacobsen, 2000). It was the 

primary motivation behind his educational research agenda at the Carnegie Foundation and 

proved to be a catalyst for his research on high school and colleges in America.  

In A Quest for Common Learning (Boyer, 1981b), Boyer learned a valuable lesson. 

Speeches and articles leading up to the release of the report provided a helpful space to test ideas 

and refine them. Speeches, articles, and interviews after a published report extended and 

deepened the conversation. Boyer adopted this approach for the remainder of his tenure at the 

Carnegie Foundation. Though he wrote every word of every major report of the Carnegie 
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Foundation under his tenure, he was intentionally inclusive, drawing upon the collective wisdom 

of research assistants and experts in the field (Hochstein, 2005). He welcomed criticism and 

challenge, having developed thick skin in his years at SUNY and in the federal government. This 

willingness proved a valuable skill. The decade of the 1980s saw rapid technological 

development. He sought the counsel of technology experts and was an early adopter of the 

personal computer in his office. He wanted to interact with tools that would be plied in the field 

of education. He also empowered the Carnegie Foundation board and leveraged members’ 

talents to advance the mission of the organization (Reid-Wallace, n.d.). A then-board member, 

Carolyn Reid-Wallace (the first female president of an HBCU, Fisk University), remembers 

Boyer urging the board “to look for the truth that underlined the issue and rise above the political 

rhetoric.” (Reid-Wallace, n.d., p. 4).  

 A few key issues Boyer sought to address were the roles that race and service each played 

in education. To Boyer, sustainable solutions, as always, were found through teachers. Boyer’s 

charisma and oratorical skills served the Carnegie Foundation well. His wife Kay remembered: 

Women teachers loved him . . . he could really build them up. And afterward they would 

just come up and give him big hugs and kisses. . . . His favorite audience was teachers. . . 

. Their faces would just glow with their joy in hearing him telling them that theirs was the 

noblest profession of all and what they did every day made a difference. (K. Boyer, 2003, 

p. 18-19)  

 He urged the board to allow him to expand the horizons of the Carnegie Foundation 

beyond higher education, connecting universities and schools. He convinced board member 

Carolyn Reid-Wallace, “Why should you have schools like Princeton or the City University of 

New York . . . or George Washington University in close proximity to neighborhoods on the 
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verge of collapse?” (Reid-Wallace, n.d., p. 5). This school–university connectedness agenda 

posed significant questions regarding race and education in America. Boyer continued his 

campaign for access and equity in education, equally committed that all minority groups and 

socio-economic classes be afforded quality education.  

 In a 1983 speech at the National Conference of Chief State School Officers and College 

and University Presidents at Yale University, Boyer (1983a) synthesized his two educational 

priorities: school/university collaboration and improving teaching. He shared the preliminary 

results of the High School study, a nation-wide assessment compiling over 2000 hours of work. 

His thesis was “the quality of education in this nation is inextricably tied to the quality of 

teaching” (Boyer, 1983a, p. 96). The Carnegie Foundation report was timely. The American 

people were ripe for reform on their nation’s public education system, and in 1983 and 1984 

numerous reports on the issue were released. Most notably, then-president Ronald Reagan 

commissioned a study, entitled A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Education Reform (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1983). Closely following was Goodlad’s (1984) study, A Place Called 

School. President Reagan introduced a reform agenda at his 1983 State of the Union Address, 

focused primarily on improving math and science. Boyer (1983a) agreed that education reform 

was “a national problem calling for a national response” (p. 97). The High School study was 

enlightening and troubling for Boyer. As he learned in his work on reforming college general 

education, student preparation is essential. To improve high school education, elementary 

education reform is essential. It was a foreshadowing of future Carnegie Foundation reports 

Ready to Learn (Boyer, 1991) and The Basic School (Boyer, 1995b). To his audience at Yale, he 

encouraged the nation to maintain sight of the role that teachers play in education reform, calling 

for more intentional efforts to recruit top students into the teaching profession. It marked the 
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beginning of a debate on how to improve education in America, where the nation considered 

Boyer’s reform agenda as opposed to those promoted by the Reagan administration, primarily 

through Secretary of Education Terrell Bell.  

 In High School (Boyer, 1983b), Boyer argued that America did not truly have a school 

crisis. It had a youth crisis. In high school there was a need for both quality and equity. He found 

that high schools not only differed in quality but in form. He translated his college general 

education approach to the high school context, calling for two-thirds of the curriculum to be 

common to all students. Boyer again called for language as the foundation for a quality high 

school education, considering it the basic of the basics. He also argued that equity and excellence 

in education cannot be divided. High schools must have a clear and vital mission (Boyer, 1983b). 

In a provocative move, Boyer also called for Spanish to be a compulsory second language in all 

the nation’s schools. In his own words, “Urging all students to study English and Spanish 

demonstrates cultural diversity and encourages the understanding necessary for national unity, as 

well” (Boyer, 1984c, p. 39). The High School report also urged for more home support for 

schools. Boyer believed that the social and familial fabric of society was intertwined with 

education excellence. The report also introduced a “Carnegie Unit”—a recommended service 

component for all high school students. For Boyer, encouraging students to serve would enhance 

the quality of their educational experience: “Excellence in the schools means finding ways to 

help our children understand that to be truly human, one must serve” (Boyer, 1984c, p. 40). The 

Carnegie Unit consisted of a minimum of 30 hours of service per year, totaling 120 over a 

student’s high school education. The report also recommended a capstone experience for all high 

school seniors, a culminating project that integrates many fields to study. High school, to Boyer, 

should be a time to equip students to be part of a global society.  
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 Although Boyer and Secretary Bell agreed education in America was in need of reform, 

they had some sharp differences. Boyer felt that the Bell agenda was far too narrow. He 

advocated a more holistic approach, viewing high school “like a symphony orchestra . . . more 

than the sum of the parts” (Boyer, 1984c, p. 35). Secretary Bell very publicly looked to statewide 

SAT scores as measures of success. Boyer found this disturbing and felt the SAT exam only 

encouraged inequity in public education, favoring White, privileged students. In his words, “the 

measure of excellence in our schools is not determined by true-false tests or the scores on the 

SAT but by the capacity of student to express coherently their feelings and ideas” (Boyer, 1984e, 

p. 5). In High School he called for an abolishment of the SAT in favor of a more equitable exam 

focused on student achievement and advancement (Boyer, 1983b). Boyer felt the federal 

government focused far too heavily on system reform, with little attention given to the school. 

He argued to view education in relational terms: 

But, in the end, the struggle for quality will be won or lost in thousands of classrooms, in 

the quality of relationship between the teachers and the students. Simply stated, schools 

have less to do with “standards” than with people, and it is a disappointment that teachers 

and students are not adequately involved in the current push toward school reform. 

(Boyer, 1984c, p. 37) 

Boyer called upon the Reagan administration to increase federal education funding. He 

sharply criticized Reagan for cutting federal support for education, specifically chiding him for 

declaring that “we don’t need more money—we need more discipline in the public schools” 

(Boyer, 1984c, p. 38). In another speech at Goshen College, Boyer challenged the president’s 

hyperbole, who declared America’s high schools “at risk” only to proclaim they were being fixed 

less than one year later (Boyer, 1984e). In the Boyer plan, more funding, more focus, and more 
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attention to teaching would allow students to effectively confront pressing issues of the day 

through the lens of service. Boyer also addressed environmental problems such as global 

warming. He worried that a growing global population would have irreversible ecological 

effects. Reagan, on the other hand, framed his view in terms of global competitiveness. Rather 

than serve a global society, Reagan wanted to be at the top of it (Boyer, 1984e).  

In all of his critiques of schools, he Boyer also was careful to praise education. He felt it 

was one of the most stable institutions in communities. Most school critics, according to Boyer, 

“could not survive one week in the classrooms they so eloquently condemn” (Boyer, 1984e, p. 

1). He also felt that schools were under constant scrutiny but other societal institutions such as 

the family and the church, have not been held accountable (Boyer 1984d).  

The High School report concluded that a basic problem in America’s schools was the 

working conditions of teachers: “Too many students, too much paperwork, and too many 

mindless interruptions . . . the P.A. system is a symbol of all that’s wrong with public education 

(Boyer, 1988c, pp. 3-4). The continual interruptions destroyed the dignity of teaching.  

 At this time, high schools were not his only focus. In January of 1984, Boyer (1984a, 

1984b) travelled to Japan to deliver a series of lectures on higher education. In his first address, 

he talked about the decline of American higher education in the 1980s, highlighting 

accountability and retrenchment (Boyer, 1984a). An aging population meant fewer college 

students. Inflation and overspending were sounding alarms at colleges and universities all over. 

Yet his message to his Japanese audience was not doom but hope. These challenges provided 

opportunities for significant and effective change. In his final lecture, Boyer (1984b) explored 

the question, “How and in what ways should the university be of service to the nation?” (p. 1). In 



127 

both lectures he advocated a more equitable, accessible higher education, especially for minority 

students.  

The college experience became Boyer’s top agenda for the remainder of the 1980s. He 

railed against the individuality and vocationalism he felt ran rampant throughout American 

higher education (Boyer, 1986a). In speeches he reflected upon his experience at Upland College 

as an example of the community that can be developed elsewhere. He contrasted the unified, 

common experience at Upland College with his frustrating experience working in the federal 

government. Where Upland College nurtured a vibrant, growing community, “people in the 

federal bureaucracy [had] lost their zest for living . . . not because they are evil, but because the 

system does them in” (Boyer, 1986a, p. 6). Boyer’s vision for the American college was a 

common experience where vocation was explored towards a worthy cause. He also drew from 

his experience at SUNY, arguing that a college community is not dependent upon smaller size 

but on a larger, shared vision. Boyer wanted to put the heart back into higher education.  

 In Boyer’s vision, this would be achieved if there was a recommitment to not only 

scholarship and teaching but also service. He began to use a phrase that defined the remainder of 

his professional life: connecting what we learn to how we live (Boyer, 1986a). A vibrant college, 

according to Boyer, is one that reaches beyond the campus to the community.  

 During this time, a Boyerian philosophy of education emerged that was deeply influenced 

by his Quaker theology. Ernest and Kay Boyer became active members in the Quaker church, 

and Boyer found many connections between the perils and problems of American education and 

the wisdom found in Quaker theology. He often referred in speeches to the Quaker conviction to 

refuse to make oaths in government capacities. Boyer believed that the assumption of honesty 

was an essential posture for America’s colleges and universities. Additionally, he began to argue 
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that the nation consider the sacredness that can be found by all in education. In a commencement 

speech at Wheaton College (Boyer, 1986b) he outlined what he felt was an education of value: 

the sacredness of language, conviction, and service.   Boyer called for a recommitment to the 

common, shared sacredness of education. Language, to Boyer, was evidence of the miraculous 

(Boyer, 1986c).  Combined with conviction and service, an education that values language had 

the potential to address the world’s deepest needs. In one poignant example, Boyer shared to a 

group of graduating seminarians his first encounter with his son Stephen’s in-laws. Stephen was 

a humanitarian worker in Belize, and his wife was of Mayan descent. Ernest and Kay travelled 

down to the Mayan village, where their son lived, to meet his in-laws. As Boyer and the father-

in-law tried to express their occupations to one another, Boyer explained that his job consists of 

running “to airports carrying paper from place to place” (Boyer, 1986c, p. 7). Though simplistic, 

he was amazed at the human ability to find common ground in community. To Boyer, this was a 

sacred act. Affirming the sacredness of language in education, with a renewed conviction to 

service, was how colleges and universities could “lift the leaden-eyed” (to borrow from Boyer’s 

oft quoted poem, Lindsay, 1914, p. 65) of America’s youth.  

 By this point in his tenure at the Carnegie Foundation, the study that resulted in the 

College (Boyer, 1987a) report was nearing completion, after three years of research. Boyer’s 

research team surveyed 5,000 faculty, 5,000 students, 1,000 academic deans, and 1,000 high 

school student and their parents (Boyer, 1986d). They spanned the country visiting nearly 30 

colleges and universities. Boyer and his team found much to be proud of. Intellectual freedom 

was championed, ideas were exchanged freely, and those who worked in higher education did so 

with great integrity. This led Boyer to conclude that the American higher education system is 

“the envy of the world” (Boyer, 1986d, p. 2).  
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 However, the study also found many opportunities for improvement. Many 

undergraduate programs were overshadowed by graduate and professional education. The 

College study (Boyer, 1987a) considered and explored a number of key issues facing America’s 

institutions of higher education: 

 the gap between school and higher education, 

 the confusion over goals, 

 the conflicting claims of general and special education, 

 the tension of teaching and research, 

 the quality of campus life, 

 the governance of the college, 

 the measuring of outcomes, and 

 the distance between the campus and the larger world. (Boyer, 1987a) 

In a speech to higher education leaders gathered at Harvard University to discuss the 

undergraduate experience in America, Boyer (1986d) outlined four areas of emphasis to improve 

the quality of the American college. First, Boyer reiterated his central point of language serving 

as the foundation of education. The report referred to the written and spoken word as a 

prerequisite for an effective education. Second, Boyer called for a blending of general and 

specialized education. In the two camps of specialized and general education, Boyer found 

overarching goals that all education should pursue collectively. Colleges must be about helping 

students become independent and productive members of society. They also must be about 

helping students place their individuality within a larger context (Boyer 1986d). Third, Boyer 

called upon leaders to commit to assessing learning outcomes in a coherent manner, considering 

an integrative approach. This call moved beyond the prevailing approach of testing technical 
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knowledge. Fourth, in an age of specialization and individualization, Boyer called for a 

commitment to enrich the quality of campus life. In his view, the college “must be held together 

not just in its scholarship, but also in the quality of its human interaction” (Boyer, 1986d, p. 16).  

As the College (Boyer, 1987a) study came to a close, Boyer began to promote his civic 

agenda for education. In multiple speeches, Boyer (1987b, 1987c, 1987d) argued that education 

is best expressed through the word connections. In a speech (1987b) to a largely Mormon 

audience at Brigham Young University, he referenced his grandfather’s many sermons from the 

biblical book of Psalms where it portrays humanity as “a little lower than the angels.” Boyer told 

the audience that “we are almost divine . . . through language we are able to capture some of that 

divinity as we capture the spirit that is within and we convey it to others” (Boyer, 1987b, p. 4). 

Boyer felt that language was an expression of the divine within humanity. Language provided 

the capacity for humans to connect with the world. The best example of this is through teaching. 

Teaching connects what is learned with how one should live. Boyer referred to his favorite 

teachers often in his speeches: Miss Rice (1
st
 grade), Mr. Wittlinger (high school), and Professor 

Joseph Smith (USC).  

While Boyer shared his comprehensive educational agenda with the nation, he devoted 

time to other projects that were very important to him. Boyer continued his work advocating for 

the country’s Native American-serving institutions of higher education. Ernest and his son Paul 

established Boyer Associates, a family foundation devoted to the advancement of tribal colleges. 

They launched a tribal college journal in 1988 and released a report in 1989.  Paul, in an 

interview with Juan Avila Hernandez (2009), recounted the association’s founding: 

Although the first tribal college opened in 1968 and more than 20 others had opened by 

1988, hardly anyone knew anything about them. My father wanted to know more about 
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them out of personal curiosity more than he wanted to do anything particular. 

(Hernandez, 2009, para. 8) 

Ernest and Paul’s curiosity turned into a substantial father–son project. Paul sent letters to 

tribal college presidents, collecting data for their study. Paul eventually visited many tribal 

college campuses. Their collective efforts led Paul to write the book Native American Colleges: 

Progress and Prospects (P. Boyer, 1997).  

Princeton University took advantage of the Carnegie Foundation’s proximity to its 

campus and hired Boyer to teach in the Woodrow Wilson School for Public and International 

Affairs. Boyer enjoyed the connection to the classroom and spoke about it frequently. The course 

also served as a laboratory for his ideas. He structured seminars built around collaborative 

problem solving (Boyer, 1990d). Students clamored to get into his course, to learn at the feet of 

America’s most well-known educator. 

In 1988, Boyer continued his message of a common core, community-focused education. 

His advocacy for a curriculum of coherence developed into a more robust understanding of 

scholarship. While he called for connectivity and commonality, he challenged the traditional 

silos in higher education. They no longer fit the challenges and problems education needed to 

address. In a 1988 speech to the Association of American Colleges, he alluded to new frontiers 

emerging in scholarship. He cited examples in the academic world where “researchers are asking 

questions that do not fit into the traditional academic boxes” (Boyer, 1988a, p. 6). Echoing 

Polanyi, he encouraged his audience to take seriously the emergence of “overlapping academic 

neighborhoods” (Boyer, 1988a, p. 6). To Boyer, it was inevitable evolution of the connectedness 

of education. Yet, he felt that most colleges had a long way to go: “In the rigid departmental 
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structure through which most campuses are governed, we are often so busy pursuing our special 

categories of knowledge that community it diminished” (Boyer, 1988a, p. 14).  

This marked a pivotal point in Boyer’s philosophy of education. Prior, the thrust of his 

argument for connectedness was student focused. To combat the rampant isolation of the youth 

in America of the 1980s, Boyer called for a coherent curriculum that was built upon service. He 

continually called for high schools and colleges to connect “what they learn and how they live” 

(Boyer, 1989a, p. 5). He even testified before the U.S. Congressional Committee on Labor and 

Human Resources touting an education based upon service (Boyer, 1989a). Yet he also 

developed a view of scholarship that embraced collaboration and connectivity. In a sense, he was 

harkening back to what he and Levine (1981) called for in A Quest for Common Learning. They 

suggested blurring the traditional lines of academic departments in favor of “human 

commonalities” (Boyer, 1989b, p. 8). He also often adapted a quote from Mark Van Doren: “The 

connectedness of things is what the educator contemplates to the limit of his capacity. The 

student who can begin early in life to see things as connected has begun the life of learning” 

(Boyer, 1990b, p. 8).  

 In 1990, Boyer began to ask the question, “How do we reward good teaching?” (Boyer, 

1990c, p. 5). He challenged the “publish or perish” focus of the academy, arguing that it was 

pursued at teaching’s expense, neglecting students. This led Boyer and the Carnegie Foundation 

to publish arguably two of the most important reports during his tenure: Campus Life: In Search 

of Community (Carnegie Foundation, 1990), and Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the 

Professorate (Boyer, 1990a). He announced the pending release of these reports to a gathering of 

the American Association of Independent Colleges and Universities in February 1990. This 

group was largely inspired from Boyer’s own work 30 years prior co-founding the Council for 
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the Advancement of Small Colleges (while academic dean at Upland College). His experience in 

championing the benefits of the small college experience was now coming to fruition, over 30 

years later. In this audience, Boyer knew that he was among friends–friends who valued teaching 

and pursued the development of college students beyond the classroom. Boyer was very excited 

about the release of both reports, hoping they would help higher education return to where the 

small, independent colleges had been all along (Boyer, 1990c). He concluded his announcement 

of the pending release of Campus Life and Scholarship Reconsidered with encouraging words to 

leaders of small, independent colleges: “Your agenda is being legitimized because, I believe, it is 

absolutely right” (Boyer, 1990c, p. 8).  

In March 1990, the Carnegie Foundation, in cooperation with the American Council on 

Education (ACE), released Campus Life: In Search of Community. The study surveyed 500 

presidents all over the country, along with hundreds of other administrators, faculty, and 

students. The overall conclusion was generally optimistic: “Campuses are well managed, and 

we’ve built in the United States a system of higher learning that’s the envy of the world” (Boyer, 

1990e, p. 1). Yet the campus was not without perils. Student apathy, alcohol abuse, racial 

tension, and incivility were causes for concern. Boyer felt they were a reflection of the society at 

large. In the Campus Life report, he praised student personnel professionals (now widely referred 

to as student affairs professionals) for their superb response to the crises besetting the college 

campus. He also felt concern for these professionals, believing they were asked to carry too 

much of the responsibility for these issues.  

 Boyer (1990e) introduced the Campus Life report to the annual gathering of the National 

Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) in March 1990. Rather than simply 

try to curb the bad behavior of the college campus, Boyer cast a larger vision for it, outlining six 
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principles that captured the essence of higher education. His goal was to provide a framework for 

the development of a community of learning.  

 First, Boyer argued that a college campus was a purposeful community, where faculty 

and students work together. To Boyer, such a community was one where the academic and the 

co-curricular are integrated:  

I’m convinced that the academic nonacademic cannot be divided and if students do not 

become intellectually engaged—if they do not take seriously the educational mission of 

the institution, then all talk about community will be simply a diversion. (Boyer, 1990e, 

p. 3).  

He encouraged faculty and student personnel professionals to both be viewed as teachers, 

common educators for a common cause.  

Second, Boyer (1990e) argued that the college campus is a just community, where 

dignity is affirmed and equality is pursued (1990e). Boyer firmly believed that America’s 

colleges could be a shining example to the country of how to bridge what he felt was a widening 

gap between rich and poor. Third, the college is an open community, where freedom of thought 

and expression is protected. On this point Boyer reveled in the power of language to exchange 

ideas. He referred to it as a “sacred trust” (Boyer, 1990e, p. 8). Fourth, the college campus was a 

disciplined community, where governance promotes and protects the common good. Boyer, in 

spite of his conservative Brethren upbringing, advocated for a more open and inclusive campus. 

However, he strongly argued that all colleges follow the likes of his alma maters Messiah and 

Greenville and have some sort of clear code of conduct developed by the campus community 

(Boyer, 1990e). Fifth, the college is a caring community, where members are supported and 

service is embraced. Boyer felt that a college committed to service would allow students the 
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valuable opportunity for engagement across the generations. Finally, the college campus is a 

celebrative community. Tradition and heritage are remembered. He quipped that a “community 

of learning must be held together by something more than a common grievance over parking” 

(Boyer, 1990e, p. 13).  

The Campus Life (Carnegie Foundation, 1990) report conveyed a grand vision of the 

American college that transcended any set of regulations. A college was at its best when it was 

purposeful, just, open, disciplined, caring, and celebrative. Boyer sent a copy of the report his 

friend and colleague John W. Gardner, who was then the Mirian and Peter Hass Centennial 

Professor in Public Service at Stanford University. Gardner (1990) wrote a letter thanking him 

for the gift. He praised the report:  

Not only does it cover all aspects of the subject with clarity and wisdom, but it is a 

wonderfully humane report. It has soul, which is in such short supply these days that I 

suspect you of having access to some secret source. You may even be breaking the law 

smuggling it into an official report. (Gardner, 1990, para. 2)  

 A reading of the Campus Life report does indeed reveal a soul. Boyer’s call to colleges to 

build vibrant communities has deep roots in his Christian faith. His life, marked by many 

powerful communities of varying size and type, was a dominant framework through which 

Boyer sought to reform education. It set the stage for Boyer’s (1990a) most influential work, 

Scholarship Reconsidered.  

Conclusion 

This chapter focused on Boyer’s years with SUNY (1965-1977), his appointment as 

United States Commissioner of Education (1977-1979), and his leadership at The Carnegie 

Foundation (1979-1995), leading to the release of his most well-known book, Scholarship 
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Reconsidered (Boyer, 1990a).  At SUNY Boyer became a national figure, and his influence soon 

grew beyond the then-largest state system in the country.  While U.S. Commissioner of 

Education, his leadership and policies affected the entire country.  The 1960s and 1970s were 

tense times for the college campus.  Boyer’s leadership and poise amid these tense moments in 

U.S. history were explored.   
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CHAPTER 6 

 

EXPLORING ERNEST BOYER’S SCHOLARSHIP RECONSIDERED 

This chapter will explore the development and impact of Boyer’s view of scholarship.  

Arguably his most influential work, Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the Professoriate 

(Boyer, 1990a), introduced a new paradigm for considering scholarship. Seeking to transcend the 

traditional interpretation of scholarship as simply that which is published, Boyer expanded 

scholarship to include four domains. They are discovery, application, integration, and teaching. 

Discovery seeks to build knowledge through traditional research. Application seeks to aid 

society and professions in addressing problems. Integration seeks to interpret the use of 

knowledge across disciplines. Finally, teaching seeks to study teaching models and practices to 

achieve optimal learning.  A few years after Scholarship Reconsidered was released, Boyer 

introduced an overarching, organizing principle of his four domains of scholarship: the 

scholarship of engagement. Together these frameworks of scholarship enlivened the higher 

education community, igniting a conversation on the nature and purpose of higher education that 

continues to this day.  

Early glimpses of Boyer’s views on scholarship can be found in his education and career 

in Christian higher education. His experience as an undergraduate student as Messiah (PA) and 

Greenville (IL) Colleges, along with his first teaching/administrative post at the Brethren in 

Christ-affiliated Upland College, were highly formative (K. Boyer, 2003). While academic dean 

at Upland College, he led the college’s effort to earn accreditation through the Western College 
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Association (J. Z. Martin, 2004). Concurrently, he attended an institute for academic deans at 

Harvard University. There he found that his small college experience actually had something 

unique to offer to the landscape of American higher education.  

The experience hardened his resolve to advocate for schools such as Upland College to 

have a credible seat at the table of American higher education. Ernest Boyer was instrumental in 

the founding of the Council for the Advancement of Small Colleges, a group that helped small 

colleges navigate through the accreditation process. The council coached small college 

administrators and lobbied accrediting bodies to not only consider classic metrics, but to also 

give weight to what their graduates have contributed to the world (J. Z. Martin, 2004). As a 

result of the Council’s efforts, 90 small colleges received accreditation, including Boyer’s alma 

mater, Messiah College. Boyer’s work in lobbying accrediting bodies on the merits of small 

college higher education planted the seeds for his landmark views on scholarship. Boyer’s most 

popular and influential work, Scholarship Reconsidered (Boyer, 1990a) was largely formed due 

to his experiences in accrediting small colleges. Boyer synthesized his own personal educational 

journey with the potential he saw in the small college setting. This accomplished more than 

validated their existence. Perhaps the large, public research institutions had something to learn 

from the small college. Could teaching be viewed as a scholarly act? Could service be the 

primary aim of scholarship, restoring service to the mission of American higher education? This 

paradigm expanded Boyer’s view on what contributes to an excellent education: quality 

teaching, a common sense of purpose, and a collaborative community where students and faculty 

work closely together.  

For Boyer, not only was the small college experience experiential, it was a historic 

connection to the roots of American higher education. Small colleges, without the budgets or 
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infrastructure for research, most resembled the type of institutions first founded in the United 

States. Bucher and Patton (2004) concluded that Boyer’s diverse educational and professional 

pedigree fostered an inclusive view of education and a broadened view of scholarship.   

As Boyer began to cast his vision for Scholarship Reconsidered, the published report and 

his subsequent speeches provided a brief history lesson of the American college. Boyer (1990a) 

argued that colleges were founded upon teaching and service, and the professor or tutor was first 

and foremost a teacher. However, in the end of the 19
th

 century, the German research model 

began to take hold and it has fostered a limited view of scholarship has dominated the academic 

agenda of American higher education ever since.  

Scholarship Reconsidered (Boyer, 1990a) was a timely report. The nation was still trying 

to make sense of the tumultuous 1980s, and there were many conversations surrounding faculty 

reward systems in 1990, the year of the report’s release. Boyer, ever the populist, desired that the 

issue of scholarship be a national discussion that reached beyond the ivory towers of the 

academy. Additionally, the Carnegie Foundation’s (1990) Campus Life report revealed that a 

significant hindrance to the type of campus community Boyer envisioned was faculty time. He 

lamented the publish or perish reality most faculty faced, challenging the nation to reconsider the 

definition of scholarship. Classic research was only introduced to American higher education in 

1906 (Boyer, 1990a) and quickly became the sole focus of the professoriate, at the expense of 

teaching and service. Boyer instructed his audiences back to the first scholars of great 

civilizations, who predated modern universities. Their scholarship was measured by their ability 

to think, communicate, and learn.  

With the help of Carnegie Foundation Fellow Eugene Rice, Boyer spent much of 1989 

surveying, collecting, and analyzing data from more than 5,000 faculty members from all types 
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of higher education institutions (Glassick, 2000). The survey asked questions related to teaching, 

research, tenure, and satisfaction. The results were stunning: Over 70% of the faculty reported a 

strong interest in teaching. Additionally, a significant percentage concluded that “teaching 

effectiveness should be the primary criterion for promotion” (Glassick, 2000, p. 878). Glassick 

(2000), another senior fellow at the Carnegie Foundation, concluded that “clearly, the majority of 

faculty considered teaching to be a central mission and enjoyed the time they spent with 

students” (p. 878).  

These results revealed the dissonance between what faculty valued and that for which 

they were rewarded. The majority of faculty truly desired to teach and spend time interacting 

with students. Yet the dominant structure of the modern university rewarded faculty who could 

successfully remove themselves from the classroom (often to be replaced by graduate assistants) 

so that they could spend more time on research. The faculty reward system in the 1980s was 

weighted towards published research, not teaching. Though research was exalted, its quality was 

neglected, as over a third of the faculty respondents reported that their institutions simply 

counted publications regardless of their quality (Glassick, 2000). Even at research institutions, 

42% agreed that there existed a systemic lack of quality control in university scholarship.  

Boyer’s speeches and writings on scholarship argued that the nation had embraced a 

restricted view of scholarship. How can scholarship simply be research publication? By looking 

back to history as well as into the future, Boyer proposed a broader vision of scholarship: “The 

work of the scholar also means stepping back from one’s investigation, looking for connections, 

building bridges between theory and practice, and communicating one’s knowledge effectively 

to students” (Boyer, 1990a, p. 16).  
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The nuance may initially seem slight, but it is truly profound. The audience at the focus 

of scholarship was not scholarly peers. It was students. Certainly peer review plays a significant 

role in the process, but this is merely a part of a process that seeks to communicate effectively to 

students. In other words, Boyer viewed scholarship as a highly communal act. In a speech to the 

American Academy of Arts and Sciences, he explained, 

You never get tenured for research alone. You get tenured for research and publication, 

which means you have to teach somebody what you’ve learned. And academics must 

continue to communicate, not only with their peers, but also with future scholars in the 

classroom in order to keep the flame of scholarship alive. (Boyer, 1995d, p. 88) 

A communal act for the sake of student learning was not the status quo of American 

scholarship. Yet it was consistent thinking for Boyer. A survey of Boyer’s previous writings and 

speeches reveals a convergence of his key philosophical tenets of education: connectedness, 

service, language, and teaching. Boyer insisted on viewing education in an integrated holistic 

manner. If these attributes are the building blocks of a quality education, they must have an 

impact on scholarship within college education. A Boyerian view of scholarship requires 

scholarship that is connected to a community. Scholarship for scholarship’s sake is not an option. 

It must serve the common good and, in order to achieve this, must effectively use language to 

foster learning.  

Thus, Boyer’s most popular work, Scholarship Reconsidered, was written. He wanted to 

shift the paradigm of scholarship to value things that universities had lost: community, service, 

and teaching. He proposed a view of scholarship that included four domains: application, 

discovery, integration, and teaching. He sent a pre-publication manuscript of the report to a 

distinguished Princeton historian to garner feedback. He included a note in the manuscript with 
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the following disclaimer: “I don’t think you’ll like it very much, but please give it a read.” The 

historian responded, “You’re right! I don’t like it very much” (Bucher & Patton, 2004, p. 3). 

Ernest also sent a copy to his brother Paul, a University of Wisconsin professor emeritus with his 

own distinguished scholarly record. Paul’s response was similar, albeit a bit more sympathetic. 

He felt that Ernest had not given the scholarship of discovery its due, but it was likely due to his 

passion for the practical. Boyer accepted the critique yet remained convinced that scholarship 

can be both excellent and accessible. It was the mantra of his tenure as U.S. Commissioner of 

Education and the Carnegie Foundation. If education can pursue both excellence and access, then 

scholarship should as well. The initial response to Scholarship Reconsidered was a foretaste of 

the controversy to come. It became Boyer’s most influential work because it was his most 

controversial. Bucher and Patton (2004) provide a helpful response through which to explore 

Boyer’s view of scholarship:  

To understand Scholarship Reconsidered . . . is to see it as moving the notion of service 

into the center of the academic enterprise. [Boyer] proposed the scholarships of 

application, discovery, integration, and teaching partly as a critique of more elitist notions 

of university research. Then he offered the scholarship of engagement as an 

encompassing category, one that continues to require further development. (p. 3)  

Boyer the populist, Boyer the optimist, and Boyer the teacher all converged in his view of 

scholarship. Inspired by his experiences at Messiah, Greenville, and Upland Colleges and shaped 

by his grandfather’s ministry, Boyer had the audacity to create a framework for scholarship that 

had at the center “to be truly human, one must serve” (Boyer, 1993e, p. 3). Boyer was convinced 

that reconsidering scholarship had the potential to transform education in America. Reordering 

faculty priorities was an attempt to start a grassroots revival of the soul of the American college. 
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It was a tall order. Boyer readily admitted that college campuses came in different sizes and 

shapes, for different reasons. His work at the Carnegie Foundation managing the Carnegie 

classifications for higher education institutions was proof. The landscape of higher education in 

America remains the most diverse in the world. Yet Boyer introduced a framework of 

scholarship that was inclusive of all the good work the many college campuses in American had 

to offer. He firmly believed that there was a place for schools such as Upland College and SUNY 

in the discussion of scholarship (Rubin, 2000). In order for scholarship to be more inclusive of 

the diversity of higher education in America, it must have domains that highlight the good work 

done outside of the traditional boundaries of published research. Hence, Boyer introduced to the 

academy four distinct domains of scholarship.  

The Scholarship of Discovery 

The scholarship of discovery is that which is typically associated with research. Boyer 

never sought to diminish research. He was careful to reinforce the central role that research plays 

in academic life (Boyer, 1991d). He went so far as to claim that universities are “the wellspring 

of knowledge” (p. 16) and that research is crucial to sustaining and strengthening the creativity 

and quality of the nation (Boyer, 1991d). He clearly stated in the report that “disciplined, 

investigative efforts within the academy should be strengthened” (Boyer, 1990a, p. 17).  

If Boyer was so quick to defend traditional research, why the need for a broadened view? 

The answer lies not within the nature of research but rather how and why it is used. Critics of 

Boyer quickly forget that he was once a prolific scholar of audiology. As a post-doctoral fellow 

at the University of Iowa, he agonized over the choice of a career in research or in 

administration. Ernest Boyer loved research. His problem with scholarship in America was that 

the entire system of faculty promotion and tenure was based upon a very limited view of 
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scholarship: publication. Boyer believed that the potential of scholarship was left unfulfilled. 

Hence, Boyer constructed three additional domains to allow research endeavors to reach their 

full potential.  

The Scholarship of Integration 

 Rather than diminish the pursuit of discovery through research efforts along, Boyer felt 

that other domains of scholarship would foster deeper connections and enhance the good work of 

research.  In his scholarship of integration, he applied the central argument in his report on 

general education called A Quest for Common Learning (with Art Levine, 1981). There he called 

for colleges to develop a common core of education that was marked by coherence. In a speech 

to an audience of provosts and academic deans (Boyer, 1991d), he argued that “in our 

fragmented world, we urgently need scholars who go beyond the isolated facts, who make 

connections across the disciplines, and who can, by their integrative work, move from facts to 

knowledge and ultimately to wisdom” (p. 22).  

 In the scholarship of integration, Boyer’s populist leanings shine by celebrating 

scholarship that crosses disciplines. The scholarship of integration seeks to interpret and bring 

new insight into original research (Boyer, 1990a, p. 19). Boyer sought to legitimize multi-

disciplinary research. He was keenly interested in the development of collaborative research that 

educated those outside of defined academic disciplines. Boyer was trying to create a space for an 

integrative common core of scholarship that would draw scholars together rather than the 

academic silos that tend to isolate. To Boyer, this integration was essential to connect the good 

work of higher education to the world’s most pressing problems.  
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The Scholarship of Application 

 Boyer’s first two domains, discovery and integration, placed scholarship within the 

investigative history of the academy. With the scholarship of integration, Boyer credited scholars 

who cross disciplines and work together. With the scholarship of application, Boyer called for 

scholarship to specifically engage problems in ways that are helpful to individuals and 

institutions. Boyer asked “Can social problems themselves define and agenda for scholarship?” 

(Boyer, 1990a, p. 21). He provided examples such as Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute and the 

University of Chicago, institutions founded with an explicit service agenda. Boyer articulated 

that not all service should be considered scholarship. He wrote, “To be considered scholarship, 

service activities must be tied directly to one’s special field of knowledge and relate to, and flow 

directly out of, professional activity” (Boyer, 1990a, p. 22).  

 In the domain of the scholarship of application, Boyer envisioned a dynamic interplay of 

research and service, a generative relationship that continues to bring new insights into the 

world’s problems. Couple integration and application together, and Boyer the populist meets 

Boyer the pragmatist. Boyer believed that American higher education, suffering from a systemic 

lack of confidence from the nation, was ripe for such cooperative and service-oriented reforms.  

The Scholarship of Teaching 

As evidenced throughout Boyer’s early life and career, teaching held a central place in 

Boyer’s view of education. He believed great teaching was the cornerstone of a great education. 

Boyer spent much of his career challenging what he felt was an erosion of the authority of 

teaching in America. He believed much of the erosion was due to schools, teachers, and 

communities lacking a common culture and sense of purpose (Boyer, n.d.c., p. 13). The capacity 

to restore the college to the community was largely in the hands of the teacher. In many speeches 
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around the time of Scholarship Reconsidered’s release, Boyer (1993d) quoted Aristotle, who 

referred to teaching as “the highest form of understanding” (p. 12). Teaching was an opportunity 

for Boyer to highlight the value of what he had long promoted as the foundation for all 

education: language. Teaching was the means through which good scholarship was conveyed. It 

placed scholarship within the framework of student learning. In his own words, “the work of the 

professor becomes consequential only as it is understood by others” (Boyer, 1990a, p. 23).  

Pedagogy’s heavy reliance upon the use of language was at the core of Boyer’s view of 

humanity. He wrote, “Teaching is also a dynamic endeavor involving all the analogies, 

metaphors, and images that build bridges between the teacher’s understanding and the student’s 

learning” (Boyer, 1990a, p. 23). Boyer advocated teaching as a distinct domain of scholarship, in 

part to restore its authority in the American university. It was all too common for faculty 

members to strive towards a reward for good research that resulted in a distancing from the 

classroom.  

It is important to note that Boyer did not believe that all teaching was scholarship. 

Instead, he categorized the scholarship of teaching as those teaching endeavors that were creative 

acts. Boyer, in concert with the other domains of scholarship, promoted a scholarship of teaching 

that is highly creative and explores a breadth and depth of knowledge. Professors engaged in the 

scholarship of teaching must be widely read and widely engaged. Boyer explained that teachers 

must be knowledgeable of their fields. Teaching as scholarship must “stimulate active, not 

passive, learning and encourage students to be critical, creative thinkers, with the capacity to go 

on learning after their college days are over” (Boyer, 1990a, p. 24). Expressed in another 

manner, teaching plants the seeds for future scholarship. The scholarship of teaching goes 

beyond transmitting knowledge but transforms and extends it as well (Boyer, 1990a). In Boyer’s 
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words, “inspired teaching keeps the flame of scholarship alive” (Boyer, 1990a, p. 24). The spark 

of discovery quickly fades without the fanning flames of teaching.  

Boyer was speaking and writing from personal experience. The impact of master teachers 

throughout his life attested to this and encouraged Boyer the scholar. His first grade teacher in 

Dayton, Ohio, Miss Rice, opened up his mind to new frontiers (Boyer, 1993e). His high school 

history teacher, Mr. Carlton Wittlinger, encouraged Boyer to continue his academic pursuits 

(Goldberg, 1995). Various professors in college and graduate school awakened Boyer’s scholarly 

curiosity. Boyer believed that great teaching begets great scholarship because it did so in his own 

life. While chancellor at SUNY, he introduced the title University Teacher to honor SUNY’s best 

teachers. In his view, it ranked equally to distinguished professor (Buffalo Evening News, 1971). 

Boyer’s four domains of scholarship were not a minor change to the faculty reward 

system. Scholarship Reconsidered was a revolutionary call to upend a system. Boyer challenged 

what many considered a time-tested method of evaluating the professoriate and argued that 

colleges and universities should reward faculty in all four areas. Given Boyer’s notoriety, his 

oratorical skill, and his ability to foster a good discussion, the response to Scholarship 

Reconsidered was lively.  

Response to Scholarship Reconsidered 

 The report quickly became a Carnegie Foundation best seller and, according to Glassick 

(2000), “clearly had struck a nerve in higher education” (p. 877). The response was mixed and 

passionate. Regardless of whether scholars loved or loathed his four domains, Ernest Boyer 

provided a much desired vocabulary for a national debate on the issue of scholarship. In 

Glassick’s estimation, “Scholarship Reconsidered lacked specificity, [but] its concepts . . . were 
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immediately recognized as important new proposals in a field that was ripe for revision” 

(Glassick, 2000, p. 878).  

The majority of responses to Boyer’s view of scholarship were positive. Many praised 

Scholarship Reconsidered for expanding the thinking of the academy to a broader definition of 

(Bruns, et al., 2003). Others also praised Boyer for not just challenging the definition of 

scholarship, but also fostering comprehensive reform to higher education. One group of scholars 

writes,  

A broadened view of scholarship that is congruent with progressive missions invites 

changes in the academic culture that touch faculty roles, reward systems, disciplinary 

boundaries, and changing purposes . . . learning becomes the measure of success rather 

than teaching—a challenging but worthy endeavor. (Fiddler, McGury, Marienau, Rogers, 

& Scheideman, 1996, p. 138)  

Estes (1996) may have summed it best when he wrote that “Boyer’s approach to 

scholarship is scholarly . . . Boyer was a scholar of scholarship” (p. 128). The very nature of 

scholarship, however, invited not only praise, but critique. Scholars and administrators 

welcomed the four domains as a breath of fresh air. Others liked portions of Boyer’s view, 

accepting some while critiquing others. Paulsen and Feldman (1995) mostly praised Boyer’s 

efforts, but they suggested replacing the scholarship of integration with their own “scholarship of 

academic citizenship.” 

There were also those who were largely critical of Boyer’s view. McNeil (1996) was one 

of the strongest critics. He admitted that Boyer’s intention to broaden scholarship was noble, 

conceding that the report raise the collective consciousness surrounding scholarship in higher 

education. However, he strongly critiqued Boyer’s scholarship of teaching: “Boyer’s intention is 
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to broaden our concept of scholarship within the university. But he has succeeded only in 

clouding the issue. Part of the cloudiness results from his failure to draw a relationship between 

teaching and learning” (McNeil, 1996, p. 143).  

Davis and Chandler (1998) challenged Boyer not for his views on teaching but felt that 

“his analysis fails largely because he ignores the socioeconomic context of universities and the 

purposes universities have historically served” (pp. 23-24). They argued against Boyer’s 

assumption that the reward system is a necessary part of scholarship. They viewed the entire 

reward system as a manipulative tool of administrative control. Johnston (1998) praised Boyer’s 

four areas of scholarship but felt they were insufficient apart from a global learning system 

perspective. In her estimation, “the university is more than the sum of what it does, however, it is 

what it uniquely is, defined as that which is duplicated by no other institution in society” 

(Johnston, 1998, p. 270).  

Rubin (2000) was also not impressed, claiming that Boyer’s view of scholarship only 

succeeded in leading to a “scholarship of confusion” (p. 263). His primary concern was that 

Boyer was dangerously inclusive. Should everything an academic does be defined as 

scholarship? If so, does this not diminish the quality of scholarship? Rubin believed “it fosters 

the potential for superficial work, isolation and division, and the lack of common or shared 

values” (Rubin, 2000, p. 263).  

Clearly, Boyer’s view of scholarship was controversial in higher education. Glassick 

(2000) summarized the tension well, explaining that an expanded definition of scholarship was 

generally well received, but two main areas provided stumbling blocks. First, what is the 
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meaning of the scholarship of teaching? Second, how should the quality of scholarship be 

assessed?  

Lee Shulman (1999), who succeeded Boyer as president of the Carnegie Foundation in 

1997, was one scholar who attempted to clarify Boyer’s scholarship of teaching. Boyer’s one 

condition, that teaching be a creative act to be considered scholarship, was too vague for most. 

Shulman (1999) concluded that to be scholarship, teaching must meet three criteria: it must be 

made public, it must be available for peer review and critique, and it must be reproducible and 

built on by other scholars. This was a helpful step but still left many with questions. As a 

response, the Carnegie Foundation established the Carnegie Teaching Academy Campus 

Program in 1999, “which promotes campus conversations designed to help institutions draft 

definitions of the scholarship of teaching and learning” (Glassick, 2000, p. 880). Shulman was 

instrumental in developing the academy, and believed it fostered generative, collaborative 

relationships where faculty can build upon innovative teaching methods. The academy 

introduced peer reviews of teaching, adapting a well-established scholarly assessment to the 

classroom.  The academy was a proactive attempt to prove to American higher education that 

teaching could be a scholarly act, subjected to peer review and critique, reproducible, and a 

contribution to the field. Upon the academy’s founding, 130 institutions enrolled in the program. 

Such efforts led Simpson (2000) to conclude that 

the scholarship of teaching has emerged as a meaningful term in higher educational today 

and its components are the ongoing source of much discussion and intervention. . . . 

During the last decade these efforts have yielded an increase in the respectability 

associated with teaching at large research universities. (p. 8) 
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Regardless of one’s view of teaching’s scholarly validity, Boyer achieved what he set out 

to do with all of his reports. He started a conversation that elevated teaching from the fringes of 

higher education to the center. Rarely in Boyer’s career did he intend to provide definitive 

answers. Rather, he was more comfortable providing the framework for a vibrant discussion. For 

those who found great joy in the act of teaching at the university level, Boyer provided 

legitimacy. For those who focused solely on traditional research and publication, Boyer provided 

a challenge.   

The other major critique Boyer received on his view of scholarship was that of quality. 

Eugene Rice, the Carnegie Foundation senior fellow who collaborated with Boyer the most on 

Scholarship Reconsidered, viewed the four dimensions as “corresponding to distinct approaches 

to the perception and processing of knowledge” (Paulsen & Feldman, 1995, p. 616). Hence, 

assessing scholarship should attend to these distinct approaches. This was a helpful starting 

point, but the pragmatics of quality were largely left unanswered. If discovery, integration, 

application, and teaching could all be scholarship, how does one assess such different scholarly 

activities and maintain any sort of standard?  

Diamond and Adam (1993) responded with their own six basic features of scholarly and 

professional work that could be applied to all four domains. First, the scholarly activity must 

contain a high level of discipline-related expertise. Second, the scholarship must break new 

ground. Third, the scholarship must be able to be replicated or elaborated. Fourth, the scholarly 

work and its results can be documented. Fifth, the scholarship must be subjected to peer review. 

Sixth, the scholarly activity must have significance or impact (Diamond & Adam, 1993). 

Hutchins and Shulman (1999) agreed, arguing that scholarship in any form must be public and in 

a form others can build on. Throughout, it must be open to critique and evaluation.  
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 This was simply the beginning. Boyer’s report seemed to foster more questions and 

provide fewer answers, which led the Carnegie Foundation to conduct a follow-up study on the 

quality of scholarship. In 1994, the scholars at Carnegie Foundation contacted 51 grant agencies 

and asked, “How do you decide which proposals to fund?” (Glassick, Huber, & Maeroff, 1997). 

They also asked 58 scholarly press directors, “What criteria do you use when selecting 

manuscripts for publication?” (Glassick, et al., 1997). Finally, they surveyed 31 scholarly journal 

editors, asking “what do you tell referees to look for?” (Glassick, 2000, p. 878). Glassick, et al. 

(1997) analyzed the data and co-authored a report entitled Scholarship Assessed: Evaluation of 

the Professoriate. The report provided six qualitative standards for evaluating faculty 

scholarship. Scholarship should have clear goals, include adequate preparation, abide by an 

appropriate methodology, produce significant results, effectively present those results, and be 

subjected to reflective critique (Glassick, et al., 1997). In 2000, three years after the Scholarship 

Assessed release, Glassick reported that these standards were well received by the academy.  

 The Scholarship Assessed (Glassick, et al., 1997) study revealed the power of Boyer’s 

(1990a) Scholarship Reconsidered. Though not all agreed with Boyer’s conclusions, the report 

passed the Scholarship Assessed criteria of good scholarship. Boyer’s work had clearly defined 

goals, was meticulous in preparation and methodology, produced significant results, effectively 

and proficiently presented those results, and was subjected to widespread peer review. In 

providing a paradigmatic shift to scholarship, Ernest Boyer not only provided an expanded 

framework for scholarship. He also provided an example of how to conduct quality scholarship. 

Boyer truly was a scholar of scholarship.  



153 

The Scholarship of Engagement 

  Ernest Boyer’s Scholarship Reconsidered was not his final word on the subject. 

Approximately three months before his death in 1995, Boyer (1995d) delivered a speech to the 

American Academy of Arts and Sciences. He introduced a new term to his scholarship lexicon: 

engagement. Boyer spoke to his audience on the disconnect between higher education and the 

nation. Though American higher education is a diverse, ever–expanding network of colleges and 

universities, growth had not brought more public confidence. Rather, Boyer shared with his 

audience that “America’s colleges and universities are now suffering from a decline in public 

confidence, and a nagging feeling that they are no longer at the vital center of the nation’s work” 

(Boyer, 1995d, p. 2 ). He urged administrators and faculty to push their institutions to more 

intently pursue society’s most pressing problems. He called them to reaffirm what he felt was a 

historic commitment of the American college, the commitment to the scholarship of engagement 

(Boyer, 1995d).  

 The scholarship of engagement closely aligns with the scholarship of application. 

However, Boyer intended it to span across all domains (Baker, 2001). It was a broad, 

encompassing term that directed all forms of scholarship to one end: service. Historically, Boyer 

believed that practicality and serviceability was linked to college mission in America. In his 

estimation,  

the confidence of the nation’s campuses themselves has grown precisely at those times 

when academics were called upon to serve a larger purpose—to participate in the 

building of a more just society and to make the nation more civil and secure. (Boyer, 

1995d, p. 6) 
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In the scholarship of engagement, Boyer was calling for American higher education to 

return to its roots of service. He argued that the mission of American colleges and universities 

should be aimed toward the common good. In so doing, the country would see the essential and 

beneficial nature of the university. The country would see it as Boyer did, as an institution of the 

public good for the public good. In the mid-1990s, Boyer felt that colleges and universities were 

missing the mark. In speeches and writings, he chronicled faculty who had been penalized for 

devoting themselves to service. In the scholarship of engagement, Boyer warred against 

seemingly irrelevant, elitist notions of the ivory towers of academy.  

Scholarship, to Boyer, should be a communal act (Boyer, 1995d). His scholarship of 

engagement was a call for scholars and practitioners to speak and listen carefully to one another. 

It was an opportunity to connect the best and brightest of the nation to what Boyer believed was 

the most pressing social issue of the day: the plight of America’s children. Boyer’s scholarship of 

engagement was a scholarly bridge from Scholarship Reconsidered to his report on school 

readiness, Ready to Learn. In the speech to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, Boyer 

drew parallels between the land grant colleges’ service to the nation’s farmers and the need for 

modern universities to serve the nation’s children:  

Higher education in this country has an urgent obligation to become more vigorously 

engaged in the issues of our day, just as land grant colleges helped farmers and 

technicians a century ago. And surely one of the most urgent issues we confront, perhaps 

the social crisis that is most compelling, is the tragic plight of children. (Boyer, 1995d, p. 

14).  

Boyer called for a proactive effort to address what is now known across American higher 

education as town/gown issues. He challenged America’s leaders: “I find it ironic that 



155 

universities which focused with such energy on rural America a century ago have never focused 

with equal urgency on our cities” (Boyer, 1995d, p. 18). Practically, the scholarship of 

engagement connects rich resources of the university to pressing social, civic, and ethical 

problems.  

At the time of Boyer’s work on the scholarship of engagement, then-president George W. 

Bush was ambitiously promoting a goal that all American children will be ready to learn by the 

year 2000. Boyer sharply criticized the president’s ideas as political rhetoric that ignored deep 

sociological issues:  “We have more children in poverty today than we did five years ago . . . a 

shocking percentage of the nation’s 19 million preschoolers are malnourished and educationally 

impoverished” (Boyer, 1995d, p. 14). How can children to be ready to learn if they are starving? 

The thesis of his latest writings and speeches on engagement was clear: colleges and universities 

must become more actively engaged with the nation’s schools.  

Boyer’s vision of engagement found traction in the higher education community. Hill 

(2010), reflecting upon Boyer’s (1990a) views on scholarship 20 years after its release, felt that 

Scholarship Reconsidered and the accompanying scholarship of engagement “became a 

manifesto to reinvigorate American higher education by providing a more creative view of the 

professoriate” (Hill, 2010, p. 3). Contemporary proponents of campus–community relationships 

credit Boyer’s work as one of the germinal texts that awakened the academy to scholarly work 

that addressed societal needs (Creighton, 2006). It provided a foundation for what is now 

commonly known as service learning. In 1995, the Association for the Study of Higher 

Education devoted its annual conference theme to “The Engaged Campus” (Wade, 2008). It was 

a national gathering centered around Boyer’s work on the scholarship of engagement.  
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However, claims of vagueness resurfaced. Sandmann (2008) felt that Boyer’s scholarship 

of engagement led to a “definitional anarchy” (p. 91). She called for deeper discussion and 

dialogue and patience as the academy waits for a view of scholarship that she felt was still 

emerging.  

Barker (2004) explored Boyer’s scholarship of engagement and concluded that it 

provides important contributions to the civic renewal of American higher education. He extended 

the scholarship of engagement by introducing five practices of engagement: public scholarship, 

participatory research, community partnerships, public information networks, and civic skills or 

civic literacy. He argued that “engaged scholarship can emphasize the processes of democratic 

decision-making or the substantive results of social transformation” (Barker, 2004, p. 133).  

Conclusion 

Boyer’s view of scholarship served as a catalyst for conversation on the nature and 

purpose of higher education in America. His work is still relevant today. It endures as part of the 

national conversation on higher education (Simpson, 2000). While controversial, Boyer 

succeeded in enhancing collegiate teaching. In Hill’s (2010) estimation, Boyer’s work on 

scholarship “has provided an evidentiary base for university teaching and learning, and most 

importantly that has developed methods and approaches which have markedly improved the 

student experience and learning outcomes” (p. 9). Not only did it refocus the agenda of higher 

education on teaching and learning, it also gave it heart. Boyer’s emphasis on a scholarship of 

engagement encouraged the academy to consider what is truly valued in the professoriate.  

Boyer’s view of scholarship also gave student affairs practitioners a seat at the scholarly 

table. Schroeder and Pike (2001) concluded that Boyer’s scholarship of application legitimized 

the scholar–practitioner nature of student affairs professionals. Boyer’s domain of application 
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provided language and framework for which the academy could understand what student affairs 

professionals do. In addition, T. Jones and Trudeau (2008) resonated with Boyer’s four domains 

of scholarship and argued that they opened the door to beneficial cooperation among academic 

affairs and student affairs. In this spirit, they proposed a fifth domain of scholarship: the 

scholarship of collaboration.  

In February of 2000, the American Association of Higher Education held a conference on 

faculty roles and rewards. The conference was titled “Scholarship Reconsidered Reconsidered.” 

More than 1,400 representatives from colleges and universities were in attendance. At the 

conference, the clearinghouse and National Review Board for the Scholarship of Engagement 

was announced. The clearinghouse was established to provide a national pool of peer reviewers 

to give credible, standardized assessment for the scholarship of engagement (Glassick, 2000). 

This peer review board is still in existence today.  

It is clear that Boyer’s view resonated with the nation. But what about impact? Trent 

(2000) explored the issue of impact and found that with regards to research universities, Boyer’s 

views did not fundamentally change promotion or tenure. However, it has helped to change 

reward structures of faculty. Even more significant is that Boyer’s work has resulted in an 

increased emphasis on faculty development in instructional areas. Additionally, Trent found that 

in numerous Research I universities there have been revisions in the ways in which doctoral 

students are prepared to enter the field of scholarship.   

Scholarship Reconsidered continues to be a prominent text in the canon of higher 

education literature. It serves as a powerful point of convergence of Ernest Boyer’s experience 

and his theology. It weaves his love for the diversity of higher education and his vision for 
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university renewal. This vision for renewal flowed out of a deep faith where he sought the 

connectedness of all things, expressed through language. This connected expression of learning 

was placed in the context of a community that served one another. Scholarship is a prime 

example of Boyer’s ability to search beneath the surface of an issue. When many saw the need to 

changing tenure or promotion policies and procedures, Boyer saw a broken community that had 

lost touch with its roots. The state of scholarship in the academy was merely the symptom of a 

larger problem. The professoriate had lost its connectivity to one another and to its students. It 

had also lost its focus on service.  

This chapter explored the development and impact of Boyer’s view of scholarship.  

Arguably his most influential work, Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the Professoriate 

(Boyer, 1990a) introduced a new paradigm for considering scholarship. Seeking to transcend the 

traditional interpretation of scholarship as simply that which is published, Boyer expanded 

scholarship to include four domains. They are discovery, application, integration, and teaching. 

Discovery seeks to build knowledge through traditional research. Application seeks to aid 

society and professions in addressing problems. Integration seeks to interpret the use of 

knowledge across disciplines. Finally, teaching seeks to study teaching models and practices to 

achieve optimal learning.  Boyer eventually placed his view of scholarship underneath an 

umbrella of engagement, which focused all scholarship towards service. The service led Boyer to 

become an advocate in the remaining years of his life for what he felt was society’s most 

pressing problem: the plight of children. This topic would become the focus of the rest of his life 

and career.  
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CHAPTER 7 

 

ERNEST BOYER’S LEGACY 

This chapter concludes this study through exploring Boyer’s final years at the Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. It discusses key themes in Boyer’s life and career 

in higher education. Boyer’s legacy is discussed, and present and future implications for higher 

education are explored. Areas for future research are also offered. 

Final Years at the Carnegie Foundation (1990-1995) 

In 1990 Ernest Boyer was named Educator of the Year by U.S. News and World Report 

(Goldberg, 1995). His previous experience, poise in front of an audience or camera, and many 

published reports propelled him to become the most respected voice of education in America. 

His role with the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching provided a powerful 

platform. His persona grew in the eyes of the American public to the degree that Ernest Boyer 

became synonymous with the institution itself (Bradley & Smith, 1995).  

Politicians continued ramping up their rhetoric on education reform as a competitive 

economic imperative. Boyer challenged this strongly, as he felt it led to a diminished civic and 

moral education. In his words, “moral and civic educations have almost disappeared. We’ve 

become increasingly preoccupied with the economic impact of education” (as cited in K.J. 

Cooper, 1991, para. 6). He viewed the lack of proper focus as a failure of leadership. In a 1991 

speech to an audience at Elon College, he spoke on leadership lessons learned from a long, 
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successful career in education. If education in America was to thrive in the coming years, Boyer 

(1991b) suggested five principles. First, leaders must believe deeply in the mission of their 

institution (Boyer, 1991b). To this point, he reminisced about his days at Upland College, where 

30 years prior, he served as dean. He remembered his days at Upland fondly: “I recall the place 

with pleasure, not because the ideas were particularly novel, and certainly not because the budget 

was well balanced . . . but because we had a shared vision of what the institution was seeking to 

accomplish” (Boyer, 1991b, p. 11). This experience starkly contrasted his time in the U. S. 

Office of Education, where he found that “many had lost their zest for living—at least between 

the hours of 9 to 5” (Boyer, 1991b, p. 11).  

Second, Boyer proposed that good leadership also means good communication (Boyer, 

1991b). To illustrate, he shared his experiences interacting with student protesters while 

chancellor at SUNY. Boyer’s emphasis on the power of language became very personal as he 

attempted to dialogue with the angry student activists.  

Third, effective leadership focuses more on the needs of the people than on process and 

procedures, another valuable lesson Boyer learned at SUNY (Boyer, 1991b). He worked hard to 

change the SUNY bureaucratic culture to a more humane institution. He shared with his 

audience that “the greatest enemy of leadership is to be more preoccupied with competence than 

caring” (Boyer, 1991b, p. 24).  

Fourth, effective leadership must be creative (Boyer, 1991b, p. 32). Boyer recalled his 

work in founding Empire State College as a helpful example. He encouraged his listeners to take 

time to walk away from the paperwork (or, in today’s office, email) and do things that are 

enjoyable. It is the things that are enjoyable that foster creative thinking. To Ernest Boyer, 

Empire State College was a creative boost.   
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Fifth, effective leadership must be driven not just by competence and caring, but also by 

conviction (Boyer, 1991b). This principle was inspired by the life of his grandfather William 

Boyer. In Grandpa Boyer, Ernest observed both competence and conviction:  

Grandpa Boyer was never in the headlines . . . never made “Who’s Who”. He served 

quietly the powerless and the poor. And yet—to me—he was the most inspired leader 

that I ever knew because he had a rare blend of competence, courage, and compassion. 

Which—in the end—is what great leadership is all about. (Boyer, 1991b, p. 45)  

These five leadership principles were forged in Boyer’s professional experience. He 

employed them in the challenge task of reforming America’s schools and universities. The 

development of his scholarship of engagement, which championed connecting education to 

address the world’s most pressing problems, encouraged Boyer to observe opportunities for 

education to serve the common good. Boyer found an American school system in desperate need 

of competent, courageous, and compassionate leadership. Although Boyer would always 

continue his work within higher education, the issue of reforming American schools would be 

the primary focus of the remainder of his life.  

In January 1990, President George H. W. Bush delivered the annual State of the Union 

address. In his speech, he outlined a few bold, yet vaguely described educational goals for the 

nation. First, by the year 2000, President Bush mandated that every child must start school ready 

to learn (Bush, 1990).  In addition, he claimed that U.S. students must rank first in the world in 

math and science achievement (Bush, 1990). Bush’s lack of a detailed plan provided an 

opportunity for Ernest Boyer and the Carnegie Foundation. Boyer was already leading a 

Carnegie Foundation study on school readiness, and, thanks to President Bush, the nation was 

fixated on the ready to learn issue. The Carnegie Foundation released the results of its study in its 
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report, strategically titled Ready to Learn: a Mandate for the Nation, roughly one year after 

President Bush’s speech (Boyer, 1991a). It was a sobering portrayal of the plight of America’s 

children. Boyer’s research team surveyed more than 7,000 kindergarten teachers about the 

readiness of children to enter school. Respondents reported that 35% of the nation’s kindergarten 

students were not ready, and 42% of kindergarten teachers said that they were less ready than 5 

years ago (Boyer, 1991a).  

In Ready to Learn, Boyer opted against the competitive rhetoric preferred in government 

circles. Rather, in true Boyer fashion, he intentionally framed his recommendations in inclusive, 

integrated language. In the Ready to Learn (Boyer, 1991a) report, he outlined seven principles 

for America’s children to be ready to learn in America’s schools. The first four Boyer considered 

inner rings, because they were the most integral principles. The final three are outer rings, as 

they are principles that are less direct but still important to the issue.  

First, Boyer called for every child in the country to be given the opportunity for a healthy 

start. Good nutrition early in life would improve school readiness. As one important means for 

encouraging a healthy start in America’s children, Boyer lobbied for full federal funding of the 

women, infant, and children (WIC) food nutrition program. Second, key to school readiness are 

empowered parents. Boyer believed parents are the first and most essential teachers. Although 

improving schools is essential, it must be accompanied by strengthening families. He proposed 

that each state launch a school-based parent education program to encourage positive parental 

involvement in children’s education. Also, he recommended a preschool parent–teacher 

association (PTA), to begin earlier, intentional parent support of education. Third, Boyer called 

for a preschool education for every disadvantaged child. He boldly called upon federal, state, and 

local governments to provide universal preschool for all children and lobbied that the federal 
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government program, Head Start, be fully funded. He also believed that although teachers in all 

sectors of education were undervalued, preschool teachers were truly the unsung heroes of 

school readiness. He called for the country to raise the status of preschool teachers to be more in 

line with K-12 educators. The final inner ring of Boyer’s principles was family focused. He 

called for a cultural shift in how the American workplace views the family. He suggested family-

friendly policies in the workplace, allowing parents to spend more time with children. 

Remembering his own formative first day of school, where his mother walked him to Miss 

Rice’s 1
st
 grade class in Dayton, Ohio, he proposed that the first day of school be a time of 

national holiday. Parents should be given the day off to celebrate with their children. In addition, 

Boyer proposed a national parent-leave program to allow parents to bond with newborns (Boyer, 

1991a).  

Boyer’s inner rings focused directly on family and financial support. His three outer rings 

proposed larger, societal shifts that would foster a healthier, happier environment for children. 

First, Boyer acknowledged the powerful role that television held in the life of American children 

in the early 1990s. Rather than recommend abstinence from television viewing (which was 

unlikely), he proposed a ready-to-learn children’s channel that would provide programming 

specifically for preschoolers (Boyer, 1991a). A few years later, Senator Edward Kennedy 

sponsored a bill that was passed by congress authorizing PBS stations to establish preschool 

programming. Second, Boyer critiqued the modern evolution of urban neighborhoods. In 1991, 

he felt that most neighborhoods had become either unsafe for children or developed for pure 

economic, not social, means. Boyer felt that America’s children were losing safe places to play. 

He called upon every city, town, and village to commit to building a network of parks to 

encourage child play. Finally, Boyer recommended that children build connections across the 
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generations. He believed that a lack of school readiness was due, in part, to a lack of meaningful 

interaction with other generations of human beings (Boyer, 1991a).   

Boyer believed that school readiness was not merely an important issue. It was a building 

block to a just and virtuous society and should be considered the first priority of the country. In 

his words, “if this nation would truly commit itself to have every single child well prepared for 

school, I’m convinced all of the other [national] goals would in large measure be fulfilled” 

(Boyer, 1991c, p. 12). Boyer believed children were a country’s most precious resource. If the 

nation cannot prepare its children for school, then what can it actually do (Boyer, 1991c)?  Boyer 

had taken President Bush’s mandate that every child be ready to learn seriously. He had provided 

a path forward for the nation to redouble its efforts to care and support young children. Would 

the country have the courage to listen and respond?  

Boyer’s message was well received, yet public support for schooling and higher 

education continued to weaken. This troubled Boyer, who felt that cutting public funding was an 

assault at access (Boyer, 1992a). The brunt of the cost of higher education was shifting to the 

student. In speeches and interviews, he critiqued the government for demanding school readiness 

and competitiveness while simultaneously slashing education funding, While frustrated 

domestically, Boyer found signs of hope in the global community of educators. The end of the 

Cold War provided an opportunity for educators around the world to explore the nature of 

childhood learning (Boyer, 1991c). Education was beginning to be viewed more as a global 

issue, and Boyer was a sought-after voice on the subject. In 1992, he travelled to China to speak 

on education. He was well received, and Chinese educational leaders translated many of Boyer’s 

Carnegie Foundation studies. He earned respect from the Chinese leadership, as his thoughts on 

the centrality of teaching, language, and scholarship resonated with their educational aims. He 
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presented his ideas with care and thoughtfulness. His Chinese audience was intrigued by most of 

his studies, but they were especially interested in Scholarship Reconsidered (Boyer, 1990a). He 

delivered a powerful speech in Beijing shortly after the anniversary week of the infamous 

Tiananmen Square massacre. Employing his oratorical and diplomatic skill, he alluded to the 

event in a subtle, careful, yet profound manner. In the words of good friend and colleague Robert 

Hochstein, “he alluded to Tiananmen and why Americans were so concerned about what they 

saw and reminded them that they have to remember it was seen on television [by the world]. . . 

He did it so beautifully” (Hochstein, 2005, p. 11). Ernest Boyer left for China as America’s 

Educator of the Year and returned as an emerging international leader (Goldberg, 1995).  

When Ernest Boyer returned from China, he received news that would change the course 

of his life and career. In 1992, Boyer visited his physician to treat what he felt was a routine 

illness. During the examination the doctor found a small lump on his shoulder. A biopsy was 

ordered, and tests came back positive for lymphoma (Bradley & Smith, 1995). Shortly after 

receiving the news, he told his assistant at the Carnegie Foundation, Louise Underwood, “I can’t 

believe I can feel so good and be so sick” (Underwood, 2005, p. 4).  

Although serious, his cancer diagnosis did not seem to slow Ernest Boyer down. He 

continued his rigorous schedule of speaking, researching, and writing. He continued to champion 

his message of excellent and equitable education for underserved students (Cox, 1993). At the 

time, a key reason why the equity movement in education seemed to struggle was due to poor 

public perception of education in the country. This was especially true for higher education. In a 

speech to the National Association of Independent Colleges and Universities, Boyer observed 

that “higher education is viewed more as a private benefit than a public good. . . . What’s needed 

is a change in climate, one in which higher education is not viewed as a cost, but as an 
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investment” (Boyer, 1993a, p. 8). In many of his speeches after his diagnosis, Boyer focused 

more of his thoughts on historical reflection. He continued to promote his broadened view of 

scholarship, arguing that a historical understanding of American higher education supports it. 

Tracing American higher education’s roots back to the founding of Harvard University in 1636, 

he took his audiences on historical surveys that outlined the evolution of the American 

university: 

The university that emerged from World War II sought to blend the three great traditions: 

the colonial college, with its emphasis on teaching; the land-grant college, with its 

emphasis on service; and the European university, with its emphasis on research. The 

multiversities [such as SUNY] sought to do it all, but at the very time their mission was 

being broadened, the meaning of scholarship was being narrowed. The campus became a 

place with many functions but only one definition of scholarly success. (Boyer, 1993d, p. 

6)  

Boyer called for a broadened view of scholarship to match the broadened opportunities 

and access for Americans to receive higher education. If higher education evolves to be more 

accessible then so should scholarship. He also believed that a broadened view of scholarship 

could elevate the undergraduate experience and foster greater connectivity and integration 

among students and faculty. By understanding the undergraduate experience as a scholarly, 

collaborative endeavor, the campus community would be strengthened (Boyer, 1993d). Student–

faculty scholarly engagement, in Boyer’s mind, was a proper corrective to the prevailing 

“scholarship of utility” (Boyer, 1993d, p. 3) in the modern American university.  

This was the varied career of Ernest Boyer in the early 1990s. One night he was asked to 

speak on elementary school readiness. The next he was asked to comment on scholarship in the 
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academy. Consistent throughout was a commitment to excellent teaching and learning, where 

students are the focus: “The time has come to view all incoming students not as the great 

unwashed, but as young scholars in the making” (Boyer, 1994a, p. 80). Although Boyer enjoyed 

the breadth of his work, it may not have always served him well. Mission creep was a constant 

challenge for the Carnegie Foundation, and Boyer had positioned himself as the face of the 

organization. How could one man effectively bring about reform in all areas of education?  

The Carnegie Foundation presidency was, in Boyer’s estimation, “the best education job 

in the country. . . . I work on ideas I think are consequential and try to shape the debate. . . . I am 

in an organization that is 90 percent ideas and 10 percent hassle” (Goldberg, 1995, p. 48). It was 

a stark contrast from his previous roles as U.S. commissioner of education and chancellor of 

SUNY and seemed to be more in line with his strengths. Boyer did not thrive in the day-to-day 

administrative details of educational leadership. He appeared more enlivened in the world of 

ideas. The Carnegie Foundation existed to develop educational ideas for the country. Boyer had 

molded the Carnegie Foundation into a vision–casting organization. Although he had his dream 

job, he still had lymphoma to battle. His wife Kay’s pocket calendar contained the business card 

of Ernest’s oncologist, Dr. John H. Glick, in the inside cover sleeve (K. Boyer, 1995). This 

convenient access alludes to the prominent role Ernest’s lymphoma played in the last years of his 

life.  

A serious cancer diagnosis can elicit a host of responses in the patient. For some, the fear 

can paralyze. For others, it provides a sense of clarity and urgency. Ernest Boyer embraced the 

latter. While his health deteriorated, he continued his pursuit of excellent and equitable education 

for all. Boyer learned much from previous critique of his studies. Generally, critics of Boyer’s 

previous work found many of his ideas salient but lacking in pragmatics. Boyer seized the 
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nation’s attention with Ready to Learn, and he knew the most important work was yet to come. 

The nation’s interest on school readiness was piqued, and the next step was to create a blueprint 

on how to effectively educate its children. By this time, Boyer was a proud grandfather; a role he 

mentioned often in his last speeches. The Boyer grandchildren were scattered all over the world, 

from New Jersey to Belize. His grandchildren were a window into the potential of the world’s 

children: 

Above all, it is my urgent prayer that Julie, my four-year-old granddaughter who lives in 

Princeton, and David, her four-year-old cousin in Belize, along with all other children on 

this planet, will grow up knowing deep down inside that they are truly members of the 

same human family, the family to which we are all inextricably connected. (Boyer, 

1993c, p. 117) 

Quotes such as this reveal a more personal touch to Boyer’s last speeches. The transcripts 

of these speeches convey a stronger sense of personality and urgency. He devoted his final years 

of life to this report, The Basic School: A Community for Learning (Boyer, 1995b). Designed as 

the sequel to Ready to Learn, it was a blueprint for improving the nation’s schools, and it was 

Boyer’s favorite work. He felt it was the culmination of all of his previous reports (K. Boyer, 

2003). It was the building block for his comprehensive educational vision.  

He unveiled the book at the annual meeting of the National Association of Elementary 

School Principals in April 1995 in San Diego (Boyer, 1995b). He was scheduled to speak near 

the end of the conference, not an ideal slot for large attendance. However, so many principals 

showed up to hear Ernest Boyer unveil his plan that conference organizers had to scramble to 

find more chairs and break down dividers to accommodate them all (Bradley & Smith, 1995). It 

was a packed hall.  
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He outlined his vision for Basic School (Boyer, 1995b), emphasizing four main points. 

First, he encouraged his audience to view the school as a vibrant community. Second, he 

continued his argument for a curriculum with coherence that unites the student body. Third, he 

encouraged principals to cultivate a climate of learning in the school. Fourth, he stressed that, in 

a time where achievement scores reign supreme, there must be a commitment to character 

development (Boyer & the Carnegie Foundation, 1995). It was a message consistent with his 

other reports.  

A basic school has the curriculum at its heart, which covers eight “core commonalities.” 

These are exploring the cycle of life, the importance of symbols and language, a response to the 

aesthetic, understanding membership in groups, developing a sense of time and space, the nature 

of producing and consuming, human connectedness to nature, and the importance of living with 

a purpose (Boyer, 1995b).  

When Boyer concluded his speech the over-capacity crowd of principals gave him a 

standing ovation. His vision of reforming the American school became major national news and 

was featured in newspapers across the country. The Washington Post ran a front-page story on 

the plan. Bradley and Smith concluded, 

With the release in April of the Basic School: A Community of Learning, a blueprint for 

successful elementary education, Boyer has now put his distinctive imprint on every level 

of schooling, from children’s earliest years through college. . . [he] has become a bridge 

between the vast, often consuming educational enterprise and the outside world. (Bradley 

& Smith, 1995, p. 24) 

In the wake of the Basic School’s release, the Carnegie Foundation established a network 

of 13 schools that implemented the Basic School concepts. Ernest’s wife Kay was named 
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director of The Basic School Center, which served as a support hub for the network. In the 

remaining months of his life, Ernest served as the Basic School’s chief spokesman (Reid-

Wallace, n.d.). Within 10 years, the Basic School Network grew to well over 100 schools and 

was identified by the federal Department of Education as a recommended program for Title I 

funding (Bucher & Patton, 2004).  

What began as a formative first day of school in Miss Rice’s 1
st
 grade class in Dayton, 

Ohio, led to a life devoted to education in America. It is fitting that Boyer’s final study cast the 

vision he himself caught as a young schoolboy. The Basic School (Boyer, 1995b) was a very 

personal work for Ernest Boyer. Not only did it provide a blueprint that he hoped would allow 

every child in America to experience an excellent, supportive education, it also placed what 

Boyer felt was most vital to educating children at the forefront of schooling. To this point, Boyer 

shared the story of his son Craig in speeches:  

Years ago my wife Kay and I were told by school officials that one of our children was a 

“special student” because of his performance on a single test and because as another 

teacher put it, “he’s a dreamer.” Craig did dream, of course; he dreamed about the stars 

and about places far away. . . . Well, let the record show that for ten years this so called 

“special student” has lived successfully in a Mayan village. He knows the language, he 

understands the culture, he runs Mayan schools, he builds fantastic bridges. (Boyer, 

1991c, pp. 25-26) 

Boyer believed that the school system did not have the right instruments to measure his 

son’s potential. If this were the experience for his own family, what about millions of other 

American families? The Basic School (Boyer, 1995b) attempted to more effectively tap into the 

potential of America’s children. While Ernest Boyer is most remembered for his Scholarship 
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Reconsidered (Boyer, 1990a), he felt that The Basic School (Boyer, 1995b) was his best work. 

This was likely due to the direct nature of implementation of his ideas. Much of Boyer’s work at 

the Carnegie Foundation was providing a context for others to have a meaningful discussion that 

he hoped would lead to substantial change. With The Basic School, the Carnegie Foundation 

directly implemented his vision in a way that he could tangibly see its effects.  

Although Boyer gratefully lived to see the first fruits of his labor with The Basic School, 

he left many projects and ideas unfinished at the time of his death. One such project was a 

comprehensive research study on architectural education in America. Norman Koonce, then-

CEO of the American Institute of Architects approached Boyer in 1993 (Koonce, 2005). At the 

time, there were five main professional organizations of architects. Koonce was in a taxi cab in 

Portland, Oregon, and heard Boyer give an interview on an NPR program. Koonce was struck by 

Boyer’s communication ability, and recalled, 

I was absolutely amazed at the responses he was giving in such an articulate fashion, to 

some very, very difficult questions. As we got to the airport . . . I asked the taxi driver if 

he would mind pulling over to the side and letting his meter run for a while so I could 

finish listening to this program. (Koonce, 2005, p. 1)  

 The academic world is left to wonder if this study would have led Boyer to a more 

comprehensive study on graduate education or professional education in America. Although 

Boyer died before the architectural report was finished, scholars debate as to what was Boyer’s 

symbolic unfinished work. His longtime friend and colleague, Robert Hochstein (2005), believed 

that his international focus on education was his primary unfinished work. His work in China 

was merely the beginning of an international agenda for education. Hochstein reflected that “he 
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felt the leaders of the world need to communicate broadly and talk to each other more and more” 

(Hochstein, 2005, p. 23).  

 Dale Coye, a research associate at the Carnegie Foundation during Boyer’s tenure, 

believed that Boyer would have turned his attention more intently back to American higher 

education, championing the “New American College” (Coye, 1997, p. 21). In a series of 

speeches between 1993 and 1995, Boyer began to use the term New American College to 

describe his vision of an institution whose fragments were integrated into a new whole (Coye, 

1997).  A number of colleges were inspired by his vision, and 21 colleges founded the 

Associated New American Colleges. It was an affinity group still active today, committed to 

three priorities Boyer advocated in the American college of the future: clarifying the curriculum, 

connecting to the world beyond the classroom, and creating a vibrant campus community. Ira 

Harkavy of the University of Pennsylvania and Wim Wiewel of the University of Illinois-

Chicago predicted that the university of the 21
st
 century will closely resemble Boyer’s New 

American College (Coye, 1997). Boyer learned that the formula of researching, reporting, and 

experimenting was effective with the Basic School Network. Had Boyer lived longer, would he 

employ this approach with his emerging New American College?  

 Although helpful and intriguing to speculate on what could have dominated Boyer’s 

agenda had he lived longer, Boyer’s career shows that he preferred to pursue multiple research 

projects simultaneously. It is likely that he would have juggled an international agenda while 

also promoting the New American College and while also tending to the Basic School Network. 

Boyer’s research attention rarely focused on one project. His penchant for finding connections 

continually opened up new areas of study.  
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During the final years of his life, Ernest Boyer was also an active member of numerous 

boards, including the American College Testing Board, Messiah College’s Board of Trustees, 

and the Kennedy Center. In the 1990s he was a highly sought-after educational expert among 

America’s most powerful politicians. Senators Ted Kennedy and Paul Simon were good friends 

of Boyer’s, and Sargent Shriver often sought his wisdom (Underwood, 2005). In 1995, the year 

of his death, he delivered 92 speeches (Passante, n.d.). 

Despite his busy schedule, the lymphoma began to take over his body. Longtime friend 

Harold Sider recalled a commencement speech he delivered at Claremont College in 1994. 

Undergoing aggressive treatment to fight the disease, it was clear that Boyer was not his usual 

commanding presence on stage. His voice lacked its typical force, and Boyer had to stop 

frequently to drink water (Sider, 2004).  

In the fall of 1995, Boyer’s doctors decided that there was nothing more to be done. He 

continued to work as much as he was able, and his friends, colleagues, and family found his 

demeanor toward the terminal prognosis inspiring (Underwood, 2005). He worked right up until 

the end, delivering a speech within a week of his death. According to Robert Hochstein, “son of 

a gun, he gave a magnificent speech. How in the world he pulled that off, I don’t know. I simply 

can’t imagine anyone handling illness that well” (Hochstein, 2005, p. 4). 

Shortly after his last speech, Boyer digressed to the point of being confined to his bed. 

Many close friends, family, and colleagues visited or called to say their goodbyes. Then-first 

lady Hillary Clinton called (Hochstein, 2005). Former president Jimmy Carter called. Kay Boyer, 

who was at Ernest’s side, remembered the conversation: “Carter was very appreciative. Very 

appreciative. Very supportive. . . . Jimmy called him just a few hours before he died. . . . He 
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called and said he wanted to thank Ernie. I was right there, and Ernie said that he wanted to 

thank Jimmy” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 30). 

Ernest Boyer died of lymphoma on December 8, 1995, surrounded by loved ones. His 

wife Kay noted the event in her pocket calendar. On that date in her calendar, she wrote “To 

Heaven” (K. Boyer, 1995). Just five short years after being named Educator of the Year by U.S. 

News and World Report, the nation had lost its most trusted and recognizable voice on education 

(Goldberg, 1995).  

The weeks after Ernest Boyer’s death illuminate the private faith and public persona of 

the man.  Boyer’s funeral and burial was in Perkiomen Valley, where he and Kay were married 

(Dourte & Dourte, 2004).  Ruth Dourte, longtime friend while in Upland, California, 

remembered the service:  

Perkiomen Valley is a very small church, we walked in and there was no receiving line. 

Ernie’s very, very simple coffin was in the little entry room there. Nothing elaborate. We 

were impressed immediately by the utter simplicity of the setting and shortly Kay walked 

out and warmly greeted us. It was absolutely quiet, there was nothing. We were to 

meditate. . . . Dr. Sawatsky had the main message. We were given an experience of 

Ernie’s commitment to utter simplicity. In all my later years I have never been to any 

funeral that was so modest in the way it was conducted. He was carried by the grandsons 

out to the little cemetery there out by the little church and he was buried. (Dourte & 

Dourte, 2004, pp. 6-7) 

Ernest Boyer died an internationally renowned expert on education. He engaged in the 

highest circles of global leadership, yet he chose to be buried in a simple coffin and celebrated in 

a common, silent Quaker ceremony in a plain country church. Although he certainly could have 
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commanded a stately funeral, he desired a funeral that symbolized the tenets of faith he valued 

the most: humility, simplicity, and unity.   

His private funeral is a sharp contrast to the public memorial held in his honor on January 

21, 1996. His professional colleagues planned a public memorial service at the Princeton 

University Chapel near the Carnegie Foundation headquarters. This public service was 

completely different from his silent Quaker service in Pennsylvania. Ruth Dourte, who attended 

both, remembered: “That one [at Princeton] was resounding with pomp and circumstance. 

Because that was not planned by Ernie. That was planned by his colleagues” (Dourte & Dourte, 

2004, p. 7). Numerous dignitaries were in attendance, and Senators Simon and Kennedy both 

spoke personally about Boyer’s career (Reid-Wallace, n.d.).  

The two ceremonies are symbols of a lifelong dynamic of Boyer’s personal and public 

personas. The humble Brethren boy from Dayton, Ohio, and the international expert on 

education were integrated parts of the same man. Ernest Boyer’s effectiveness in his career was 

due in large part to his ability to be authentic to both parts of his life. He never viewed his faith 

and his career as dissonant and always sought to integrate the two in a mutually beneficial way.  

Kay Boyer, in the years after her husband’s death, continues his legacy. In 1996, Kay 

travelled to China to receive an honorary doctorate on Ernest’s behalf, and a center in Ernest’s 

honor was founded at the University of Beijing (Voth, 2004). She remains actively involved in 

the Ernest L. Boyer Center at their alma mater, Messiah College, and also attends an annual 

lecture in Boyer’s memory at Empire State College. She remains a tireless advocate of the Basic 

School (Underwood, 2005). After Ernest’s death, the Carnegie Foundation board was given the 

challenging task of replacing Boyer as president. They quickly appointed Charles Glassick, who 

was vice president of the Carnegie Foundation under Boyer, as interim president. Lee Shulman 
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was named president in 1997 and moved the Foundation to its current home in southern 

California.  

The Boyer Legacy 

Ernest Boyer accomplished much in 67 years of life, and he remains a well-known figure 

in education. His many books, especially Scholarship Reconsidered (Boyer, 1990a), are still 

widely cited. As the twentieth anniversary of his death is soon approaches the legacy of Ernest 

Boyer has not been fully explored. His educational agenda, although widespread, was 

intentionally cohesive. An initial survey of Boyer’s studies may reveal a scattered, unfocused 

research agenda. But a more careful study unveils a deep, connected exploration of the entirety 

of education. In an age of specialists, Boyer ignored convention and audaciously studied that 

which he found interesting, inspiring, troubling, or puzzling. To Ernest Boyer, education was a 

seamless web–an interconnected series of formative experiences that relied upon one another.  

Ernest Boyer found inspiration in the pursuit of excellent and equitable education. His 

study, with Art Levine, on general education called A Quest for Common Learning (Boyer & 

Levine, 1981), led Boyer to conclude that if a common core in the American college was to be 

effective, students would have to enter college better prepared. This led to his High School: A 

Report on Secondary Education in America (Boyer, 1983). As Boyer provided blueprints for 

college readiness and a common core, he found that the American college faced a myriad of 

other challenges beyond the core curriculum, which he explored in College: The Undergraduate 

Experience in America (1987). Of those challenges, Boyer felt one deserved further attention. 

The modern American university was losing its sense of shared community. Hence, he 

contributed to Campus Life: In Search of Community (Carnegie Foundation, 1990) to encourage 

the university to recommit to developing a vibrant learning community. As he assessed the 
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health of the American campus community, he observed a troubling disconnect between faculty 

and students. Faculty members were consumed by the pressures of classic scholarship, which 

neglected other good work in the life of the university. Boyer’s most well-known work, 

Scholarship Reconsidered (Boyer, 1990a), attempted to broaden the view of scholarship to be 

more collaborative, more inclusive, and more service-oriented. He believed that a paradigmatic 

shift in scholarship would help the American university focus its talent on the world’s most 

pressing problems. He wanted the fragmented, specialized world of American higher education 

to find its common purpose for the common good. As he examined American society, he 

dismayed at the plight of America’s children, often living within steps of the country’s most 

prestigious campuses. How can a society flourish if it does not properly prepare its children to 

learn? Hence, Boyer explored the startling results of the Carnegie Foundation study on school 

readiness in Ready to Learn (Boyer, 1991a). He called the nation to recommit its collective 

responsibility to the nation’s children. He soon realized that in order for the country to resonate 

with his vision of school readiness, he needed a practical example. Hence, he wrote The Basic 

School (Boyer, 1995) as a blueprint to prepare the nation’s children to learn and thrive.  

Together these reports provide arguably the most substantial contribution any educator 

has made to American education as a whole. In the decades during his tenure at the Carnegie 

Foundation, the political right and left became more polarized, and debates of education 

diminished to political talking points. Much of Boyer’s work attempted to rise above the fray and 

effectively foster national conversations on key issues spanning from preschool to higher 

education. Many found his non-partisan demeanor refreshing. Many also found his middle-of-

the-road tone too passive (Bradley & Smith, 1995). His varied experiences as a researcher, 

faculty member, and administrator at both small and large institutions helped shape an audacious 
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educational reform agenda. Through it all, Boyer’s philosophy of education can be summed in 

nine key educational principles.  

Boyer’s love of language was a lifelong fascination and served as the foundation of all of 

his curricular reforms. He believed that language was an essential building block at all levels of 

education. Students should come to understand the shared use of symbols, including language, 

numbers, artistic expression, mass communication, and computer literacy. Language “is the 

connecting tissue that binds society together” (Boyer, 1981b, p. 13). Language played a 

prominent role in all of Boyer’s major studies at the Carnegie Foundation, and appeared in 

dozens of his speeches. Language was evidence of the miraculous, and had the potential to 

address the world’s deepest needs (Boyer, 1986c).   

In all sectors of his education reform (preschool, elementary school, high school, and 

college), Ernest Boyer advocated a common curriculum that combatted isolation and focused on 

connections. Of particular emphasis was the common use of language, engagement with nature, 

and shared values (Boyer, 1980e). His experience as a student at the small, Christian, Messiah 

(and Greenville colleges were formative in shaping his views on the curriculum. Small liberal 

arts institutions have a largely shared curriculum due to philosophical approach and 

pragmatically, their small student populations. His first roles in higher education as a faculty 

member and administrator at Upland College allowed Boyer to experience firsthand the benefits 

of an integrated curriculum. It was a belief that he would translate to the elementary school 

(Basic School), high school (High School), and college (A Quest for Common Learning, College, 

Scholarship Reconsidered) levels.  

Boyer’s liberal arts foundation also fostered his broadened view of scholarship. In the 

scholarship of integration, he applied the central argument of his report on general education 
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called A Quest for Common Learning (Boyer & Levine, 1981). He argued that “in our 

fragmented world, we urgently need scholars who go beyond the isolated facts, who make 

connections across the disciplines, and who can, by their integrative work, move from facts to 

knowledge and ultimately to wisdom” (Boyer, 1991d, p. 22). Boyer sought to create a space for 

an integrative common core of scholarship that would draw scholars together, rather than the 

academic silos that tend to isolate.  

Boyer’s favorite group of people to interact with was teachers. A thesis that spanned his 

career was that “the quality of education in this nation is inextricably tied to the quality of 

teaching” (Boyer, 1983a, p. 96). Teaching is the vehicle through which language is transmitted 

effectively. Teaching is the means through which good scholarship is conveyed. It places 

scholarship within the framework of student learning. In his own words, “the work of the 

professor becomes consequential only as it is understood by others” (Boyer, 1990a, p. 23). Boyer 

was the first modern educational leader to propose teaching as a scholarly activity.  

The impact of master teachers throughout his life attests to this and encouraged Boyer the 

scholar. His first grade teacher in Dayton, Ohio, Miss Rice, opened up his mind to new frontiers. 

His high school history teacher, Mr. Wittlinger, encouraged Boyer to continue his academic 

pursuits. Boyer believed that quality teaching begets quality scholarship because it did so in his 

own life. While chancellor at SUNY, he instituted the University Teacher, a title for the system’s 

best teachers. (Buffalo Evening News, 1971). 

Boyer’s early life was shaped by close-knit communities, an experience he sought to 

foster at the organizations he led throughout his career. His first childhood community was at the 

Dayton Mission, led by his grandfather, William Boyer. There he participated in a loving, 

inclusive, supporting, faith-based community. His student days at Messiah and Greenville 
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Colleges afforded him a personal experience in the vibrancy of the small, Christian, liberal arts 

college community. His tenure at Upland College, a small Brethren college in southern 

California, taught him that small schools do not merely form strong communities to compensate 

for a lack of size. Rather, they form intentionally vibrant communities because they contribute 

significantly to learning and scholarship. Ernest Boyer spent much time and energy seeking to 

translate this experience to the SUNY system, to the U.S. Department of Education, and in the 

nation’s schools and colleges.  His countercultural role in the student activism of the 1960s and 

1970s provides a window into the community Boyer envisioned for American education: a 

community where students, faculty, and administration work together towards a common 

purpose.  

In the College report, Boyer challenged the prevailing notions of specialization and 

individualization and called for a renewed commitment to campus life. He believed that a college 

“must be held together not just in its scholarship, but also in the quality of its human interaction” 

(Boyer, 1986d, p. 16). In his Campus Life report, he devoted an entire book to the subject of 

developing a supportive community on the college campus. Boyer envisioned the campus (be it a 

school or college) as a purposeful community, where faculty and students work together.  

Boyer’s vision of a connected community also had a distinct focus: service.  

Ernest Boyer’s early life and career was influence by his Grandfather, William Boyer, 

more than any other individual. Throughout his writings and speeches, he used a phrase that he 

felt captured the essence of his Grandpa Boyer. It was a phrase that serves as a thesis for his 

professional life: connecting what we learn to how we live (Boyer, 1986a). A vibrant school or 

college, according to Boyer, is one that reaches beyond the campus to the community. Boyer 

believed that scholarship for scholarship’s sake was wasteful. Education at all levels is most 
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effective when it serves the common good. In advocating service to the nation, he introduced a 

new term to his scholarship lexicon: engagement. It is the organizing principle for his broadened 

view of scholarship in Scholarship Reconsidered. Boyer championed engagement as the key to 

restoring the country’s faith in its entire educational system. He lobbied often for schools and 

colleges to focus their educational and scholarly efforts on addressing the world’s deepest needs.  

Boyer was a man of ideas. He preferred engaging educational ideas over day-to-day 

administration of educational institutions. While at Upland College, he introduced the country’s 

first mid-year term, creating a 4-1-4 academic calendar now followed by hundreds of colleges 

and universities. While at SUNY, he introduced the country to the potential of providing a 

quality college education in a campus-less environment through the founding of Empire State 

College. There he also introduced an accelerated three-year bachelor’s degree for high ability 

students, and created the country’s first public higher education student exchange with the Soviet 

Union. Boyer also applied his innovative skill to the tradition-laden concept of scholarship, 

broadening it to include teaching, integration, and application. He created a new form of 

elementary school, the Basic School. While Boyer has been largely known as an educational 

reformer, his innovation in the industry of American education is substantial.  

Boyer’s role as an advocate of equitable access to education emerged at SUNY. There, in 

the midst of creating Empire State College, he realized that “higher education, with all the talk 

about diversity, was, in many ways, a hugely imitative system” (Boyer, 1995a, p. 1). Empire 

State College was an experiment in offering a quality education that was accessible to those 

typically excluded from education. In so doing, he became a forerunner of the adult education 

and degree completion movement. When appointed U.S. commissioner of education he found 

that many school districts were not complying with laws regarding students with disabilities, and 



182 

those that did comply were sorely underfunded. He worked to increase funding and compliance. 

Under his leadership, federal funding for education increased nearly 40% (Boyer, n.d.e). During 

his two years as commissioner, Boyer spent a lot of time going to Southern states ensuring that 

African American teachers, principals, and students understood that they were entitled to equal 

opportunities (K. Boyer, 2003). He was a lonely yet powerful advocate for Native American 

tribal colleges at the highest levels of government.  His distressing discovery that Native 

American colleges were not receiving promised funding led to the establishment of Boyer 

Associates, a private family association that Boyer ran with his son Paul. The association 

conducted extensive research on tribal college conditions (P. Boyer, 1997).  Robert Hochstein 

(2005), in an interview with Richard Bonnabeau, reflected on Boyer’s diversity record in tongue-

in-cheek fashion: “Native American colleges . . . Who knows what they were? And never mind 

the Cold War, we are going to have an exchanges with the Soviet Union. No one educator was 

really talking about that besides him” (p. 25).  

While at the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, his numerous 

reports and speeches served as a collective argument for the country to care for what Boyer 

believed its most valuable resource: students. In the High School (Boyer, 1983b) report, he 

suggested that all students study English and Spanish to foster cultural diversity (Boyer, 1984c). 

In Ready to Learn (Boyer, 1991a), Boyer lobbied for full federal funding of the women, infant, 

and children food nutrition program, universal preschool, and increased funding for Head Start. 

Senator Paul Simon, in a speech at Boyer’s memorial service in 1996, praised Ernest Boyer for 

his insistence that investing our schools was the nation’s top priority (Reid-Wallace, n.d.). 

Carolyn Reid-Wallace, former president at Fisk University and a self-proclaimed “disciple” of 

Boyer, called Boyer “a servant of the people and a prophet of his time” (Reid-Wallace, n.d., p. 
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2).  

Ernest Boyer carefully balanced the thorny tension of the call to commonality and the 

celebration of diversity. He believed it was possible to cultivate a vibrant learning community 

around common principles that also celebrated uniqueness. In his own words, “Let’s celebrate 

diversity. Let’s reaffirm community” (Boyer, 1991d, p. 63).  

Boyer’s vision of service was not merely an effective channel through which to focus 

education. Much deeper, it was a theological conviction. Many leaders of faith find integrating 

private beliefs in the public sphere challenging. Drawing from the deep well of his Grandfather 

Boyer’s service as a mission director, he believed that faith was unified through service. 

Jacobsen (2000), who wrote specifically on Boyer’s faith applied in the public sphere, wrotes, 

Boyer’s personal faith demanded public service, and the form of public service he 

chose—i.e., public education—demanded, in turn, that he articulate his faith publicly in 

ways that could be helpful to anyone regardless of their own particular religious faith or 

lack of religious faith. (p. 10)  

 Boyer’s faith was devout yet welcoming. He was strategic in the role his faith played in 

his career. He has been labeled a “practical pietist” (Hill, 2010, p. 2), whose faith was evident but 

never intrusive. His longtime secretary at the Carnegie Foundation, Louise Underwood, 

described his faith as follows: “It was the way he lived his life. You knew that he was a religious 

man just by the way he lived his life. . . . He didn’t talk about religion. He lived his which is so 

different from so many people” (Underwood, 2005, p. 9). He intentionally found philosophical 

convictions that resonated with his theological beliefs, integrating them into his many speeches. 

His continued use of connections, community, unity, and sacredness gave education a spiritual 

sensibility without ascribing it to one belief system. Boyer remained a devout Christian 
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throughout his life yet encouraged diverse expressions of faith in education (Jacobsen, 2000). In 

addition, he was devoted in his service to Messiah College, a lifelong advocate of its evangelical 

approach to higher education.  

 Boyer’s faith was a guiding force in his career, but it was not restrained by political 

ideology. To Boyer, faith was not a political tool that divided the right from the left. It was best 

served to promote the common good (Jacobsen, 2000). Ernest Boyer was more concerned with 

bringing diverse groups together rather than parse out which was right or wrong. A common 

critique of his writings is a middle-of-the-road approach (Goldberg, 1995; Jacobsen, 2000). Yet a 

study of his speeches reveals a more provocative Ernest Boyer than what is portrayed in his 

books. From the stage he critiqued many presidents and educational leaders. Yet it was always 

done in a respectful, civil manner. His Christian faith, specifically placed within the peace 

tradition, emphasized love and unity. Carolyn Reid Wallace told an interviewer that “there was 

an inextricable link between that [educational] vision and the things he learned from the Brethren 

in Christ. . . . In Dr. Boyer I saw a man who had in a very huge way, done the very thing that the 

people in his church teachings had been told that Christ had done” (Reid-Wallace, n.d., p. 5). 

Boyer was a devoted family man, and his wife Kay emerged as a public figure in her own 

right. Together they were viewed as a first family of American education. A “simple farm girl 

with lots of freckles” and the “more sophisticated city boy” (K. Boyer, 2003, p. 16) were an 

effective team. Kay became known for her hospitality but was not confined to cultural norm of 

the dutiful housewife. A certified midwife, Kay worked throughout Ernest’s career and delivered 

most of her grandchildren (Boyer, 1991d). She later directed a resource center for the Basic 

School Network. Ernest would often boast of his wife in speeches. In one, he mentioned that Kay 

“works with adolescent girls, and helped establish a center for teenage mothers in Washington, 
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D.C.” (Boyer, 1987d, p. 4). Carolyn Reid Wallace remembered Ernest and Kay as the closest 

couple she had ever known (Reid-Wallace, n.d.). Longtime Boyer family friend Ruth Dourte 

claimed that “Kay has not received the amount of attention in accolades that she really deserves” 

(Dourte & Dourte, 2004, p. 8). Late in his life, Ernest referred to Kay was his greatest inspiration 

(Goldberg, 1995), and shortly before he died, he referred to her as “the co-author of my life” 

(Bradley & Smith, 1995, p. 24).  

 Together Ernest and Kay raised four children. Ernest Boyer Jr., known as “Ernie Lee,”  

studied theology at Harvard and is an author and chaplain in Cambridge, Massachusetts (Bradley 

& Smith, 1995). Beverly Boyer is a nurse and educator and remains involved in the work of the 

Ernest L. Boyer Center at Messiah College. Craig Boyer is a humanitarian worker in Belize. 

Stephen (Paul) was Ernest’s primary partner in their work on tribal colleges. Ernest Boyer loved 

his family. Educator Mark Goldberg wrote that any conversation with Boyer inevitably leads 

towards “the foundation of his life: his wife and four children” (Goldberg, 1995, p. 48). 

 Ernest Boyer’s family informed his views on the role of the family in education. He 

argued for an attention to the critical connection between home, community, and school 

(Bradley, 1996). Although a strong supporter of school teachers, Boyer was always quick to 

highlight the role of parents in the educational journey:  

Parents are the first and most essential teachers, and it’s in the home where school 

readiness must begin. And speaking of the home and family influence, I’m increasingly 

convinced that children need the guidance not just of parents, but of grandparents. 

(Boyer, 1993e, p. 3) 

 In Ready to Learn (Boyer, 1991a) and The Basic School (Boyer, 1995b), Boyer 

challenged school leaders and parents to renew their commitment to an active role in children’s 
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education. Ernest Boyer had a deep concern for children and was committed to prepare parents to 

care for them well in their educational journey.  

 Ernest Boyer maintained a posture of civility in the public square that serves as an 

example for present higher education leaders. His willingness to listen, to thoroughly study an 

issue, and to communicate it in a clear and civil manner were largely why he was a sought-after 

voice on educational issues.  

The prevalence of citations that remain in present literature on education speaks to Ernest 

Boyer’s enduring influence. Boyer faced significant challenges in his career, many of which 

remain at the forefront of American higher education. Issues of access and equity, curriculum 

coherence, the role of scholarship, and the increased diversity of college student populations 

pose challenges and opportunities in American higher education. Ernest Boyer provided a 

helpful voice in addressing these issues. Particularly, Boyer provided a helpful framework 

through which the nation can have a constructive dialogue surrounding the purpose of higher 

education. With rising costs of higher education and the emergence of the proprietary higher 

education institution, the United States is yet again confronted with the tension of higher 

education as a private versus public good. The questions Boyer raised and the thoughtfulness to 

which he approached this issue provide a civil voice to rise above the political polarization that 

tends to dominate present debate on higher education.  

  The landscape of higher education continues to evolve, and fragmentation and 

specialization are driving forces. A rapidly changing marketplace, the advent of higher education 

as a profit-bearing enterprise, the rise of online learning, and the financial strain of traditional 

college and university campuses are generating alternative forms of education. The result is an 

accelerating fragmentation within American higher education. Boyer, who attempted to hold in 
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the balance unity and diversity, provided insight into these new frontiers of American education. 

He did not shy away from innovation yet remained firmly grounded in higher education’s 

history. He called the whole of the country’s education to a coherence of curriculum and 

purpose. This nuanced approach to educational unity and innovation is a helpful balance for 

today’s educational system.  

 Ernest Boyer did not waiver in his commitment to the necessity of a vibrant community 

within all sectors of education. Boyer’s call for community in higher education raises significant 

questions about emerging forms of higher education. How does a supportive, collaborative 

community form in an online context? How does an institution effectively cultivate community 

among non-traditional student populations? As institutions offer new forms of delivering higher 

education, Boyer reminds its leaders to not neglect the concept of campus life.  

 Ernest Boyer’s (1990a) broadened view of scholarship in Scholarship Reconsidered did 

not provide the systemic change in higher education he envisioned, but it did succeed in starting 

a national conversation on scholarship (Bruns, et al., 2003) ). As a result, teaching was 

considered in new light, as was the role of service in higher education (Creighton, 2006; 

Glassick, 2000; Hill, 2010; Shulman, 1999; Simpson, 2000). The professoriate is presently 

undergoing sweeping change, as tenure-track faculty positions are diminishing. Colleges and 

universities are turning to less expensive adjunct professors, resulting in new challenges for the 

role of scholarship in the academy (Kezar & Sam, 2010). The tenure–track class of professors is 

largely bound by the traditional view of scholarship Boyer challenged. The adjunct class of 

professors often cobbles together multiple adjunct roles, resulting in a heavy emphasis on 

teaching, at the expense of other forms of scholarship (due to lack of time; Kezar & Sam, 2010). 

Boyer’s four dimensions of scholarship provide a framework for discussing the impact of these 
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trends in the academy. The broadened view of scholarship offered in Scholarship Reconsidered 

opens the door to assess the work of the academy beyond the tradition tenure-track, publish or 

perish professor.  

 Ernest Boyer’s work also has implications for today’s assessment-driven higher 

education culture (Brennan, 1997). As institutional finances tighten, assessment plays a more 

prominent role in higher education fiscal policy. Boyer’s speeches and writings often brought his 

audience back to the very purpose of education. Outcomes should be pursued through a clear 

sense of mission. Boyer believed that higher education exists to serve the common good.  

 Finally, Boyer’s effectiveness in fostering healthy communication among leaders of 

various sectors of higher education is in need of present implementation. Boyer’s comprehensive 

education agenda while U. S. commissioner of education and president of the Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of teaching assumed that the whole of education in America 

was strengthened when its individual sectors worked together. The systemic problems plaguing 

American higher education will only be effectively addressed when preschool, elementary 

school, and high school education are considered comprehensively. Boyer championed a view of 

education as a seamless web. Present higher education leaders would benefit from Boyer’s 

example of comprehensive educational dialogue. Boyer modeled the collaborative, multi-

disciplinary research he promoted in the scholarship of integration.  

Implications for Higher Education 

This study explored Ernest Boyer’s impact on higher education. His prolific scholarship 

and prominent roles provided him an influential platform. His life and career provide important 

implications for higher education.  
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First, as American institutions of higher education face challenging economic realities, 

how does a college or university provide an education that is both excellent and equitable? As 

the landscape of American higher education grows to include new platforms, such as for-profit 

institutions, massive online open courses (MOOCs), adult degree completion programs, and the 

myriad of online programs, Ernest Boyer’s call for excellence and equity are pertinent. This 

implication is further heightened with the rise of ethnic minorities in the United States. The 2010 

U.S. Census (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010) reveals key demographic shifts in the country’s 

population. The next 50 years show that non-Hispanic Whites will lose their status as the 

majority group, as other ethnic groups grow. The result is a shift of the United States to a 

plurality nation (Cooper, 2012). This emergence of a more balanced multicultural population has 

profound implications on American higher education. Ernest Boyer’s posts at SUNY, the U.S. 

Department of Education, and the Carnegie Foundation served as laboratories through which 

Boyer advocated for and experimented with excellence and equity in the same space. American 

higher education would benefit from revisiting his writings, speeches, and programs.  

Second, Boyer’s cohesive approach to education in America has significant implications 

for America’s increasingly fragmented education sector. The diversity of institutional type in 

higher education has trickled down to the elementary and high school levels. Charter schools, 

online public schools, private schools, and homeschooling not only expand the menu of 

educational offerings to American youth, they also hinder efforts for intra-level dialogue on 

education. From the stage and on paper, Boyer called for greater communication and cooperation 

among elementary school leaders, high school leaders, and college leaders. He even convened 

conferences focused on this work. As education splinters in the country, Boyer’s vision for a 

seamless web of education becomes more urgent.  
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Third, Boyer’s exaltation of the teaching profession carries profound implications for 

today’s educational processes. As education shies away from the sage-on-the-stage model to the 

guide-on-the-side, fundamental questions of teaching and learning must be raised. Online 

learning, vodcasts, MOOCs, and other pioneering experiments in pedagogical design fall under 

what many are calling the flipped classroom (Berrett, 2012).   In the flipped classroom, the bulk 

of content is delivered (usually through technology) outside of the traditional classroom. Classes 

convene in some form to interact with the content. Boyer’s thinking on the teaching profession 

raises important questions. One example: To what extent do innovative pedagogical methods fall 

under the scholarship of teaching? Another example: Does the flipped classroom further 

diminish the role of the teacher? If so, what are the ramifications? Boyer’s initial work in the 

scholarship of teaching, followed by the Carnegie Foundation’s subsequent developments, 

provide helpful tools through which to assess these new frontiers of education.  

Fourth, Boyer’s work on engagement and service in education provide moorings for 

emerging paradigms of service-learning, living-learning communities, and other forms of higher 

education, including technical training institutes. Boyer’s call for service as a foundational, 

unifying principle for education implies that it is possible to transcend the polarizing liberal arts 

education versus professional training debate.  Boyer’s call for all levels of education to focus on 

service plows common ground for these diverse institutional types to understand their work.  

Recommendations for Higher Education Practice 

Although Ernest Boyer preferred to stay in the realm of ideas, leaving others to practical 

administrative work, the implications outlined above are a short distance from recommendations 

for higher education practice. Ernest Boyer’s life and career provide a few key recommendations 

for higher education leaders facing changing and uncertain times.  
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First, the educational mission must always guide policy and programs. Ernest Boyer 

continually pressed new ideas back to their fit within institutional purpose. As today’s higher 

education landscape embodies more capitalistic tendencies (large public institutions providing 

online degrees), Boyer’s call for mission fit are wise words. What drives growth, innovation, and 

change in higher education? Is it an emerging market? Or is it a convicted sense of mission? The 

allure to grow and expand educational offerings in America is strong. Ernest Boyer’s thought 

and practice applied to the present suggest that innovation is helpful only as long as it fits the 

mission of the institution. Higher education leaders must draw the faculty, staff, and students of 

their institutions back to mission.  

Second, regardless of the particular form of higher education, constituents of higher 

education institutions must intentionally work to form a vibrant community of learning. Boyer’s 

experiences at small Christian colleges encouraged him to create similar vibrant communities 

throughout higher education. Campuses (whether residential or virtual) require cultivation. This 

work is often done effectively by student affairs practitioners, a group Boyer often praised. As 

institutional budgets tighten, student affairs positions are often in danger of being cut. It is vital 

to attend to the environment of learning as much as the content being learned. Thus, the realm of 

student affairs must be championed and appropriately adapted to new forms of higher education 

to ensure that interconnecting, caring communities of learning are cultivated.  

Third and closely tied to the concept of community is a curriculum of coherence. As 

students of higher education face more options for educational delivery and study (consider the 

sheer amount of majors available at most institutions), how the curriculum is shaped and formed 

is critical. American higher education should heed Boyer’s call for a curriculum of coherence 

that fosters unity amid such diverse options. Colleges and universities, faced with mounting 
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pressure to specialize and reduce general education offerings to lessen faculty overhead and 

increase degree completion, must move from a philosophy of general education that seeks to 

cover the minimum breadth of knowledge. Rather, they must seek a general education of 

coherence that collectively calls a campus to consider the big questions. Ernest Boyer believed 

that higher education had the potential to solve the world’s most pressing problems. Rather than 

track engineering students through a loosely gathered set of general education courses, consider 

the impact of engineers learning English literature alongside artists, biologists, political 

scientists, and others. If these disciplines brought their unique expertise to a common table of 

learning that focuses on large global issues, general education shifts from perfunctory hoops to 

jump through to a collaborative, generative endeavor with a common purpose. Higher education 

administrators and faculty must reorient their thinking about lower-level general education 

courses and consider the potential in them that Ernest Boyer saw. They must redouble their 

efforts to create a robust common core of learning for their students.  

Fourth, Ernest Boyer’s expanded view of scholarship should be applied more 

intentionally in the faculty development, promotion, and tenure processes. As tenure track 

positions vanish from colleges and universities, the publish-or-perish standard for scholarship 

becomes irrelevant. If the professoriate is shifting away from the traditional view of tenure, what 

is the future of scholarship in America? Boyer’s vision of engagement, explored in the domains 

of discovery, integration, application, and teaching, provide a template that should be adopted to 

tenured and non-tenure-track faculty alike. Institutions should develop frameworks for assessing 

the quality of scholarship among their faculty that attend to these domains. Boyer’s 

experimentation at SUNY with honoring its master teachers with the title University Teacher 

provides a glimpse into various ways institutions can assess and honor good scholarship in its 
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many forms. As higher education adapts to a changing world, Boyer’s expanded concept of 

scholarship provides more flexibility than the traditional research model. Academic deans should 

develop faculty development tracks that encourage such flexibility.  

Limitations 

One limitation of this study is that there is archival material and other sources that I was 

not able to review. Although two research trips to the Ernest L. Boyer Center at Messiah College 

were beneficial, there is more material available that I was unable to study due to time and 

financial constraints.  During Boyer’s tenure with the Carnegie Foundation, he placed the 

foundation’s home in Princeton, New Jersey. The Carnegie Foundation has since moved to 

southern California. Time spent at the Carnegie Foundation and in the archives of SUNY would 

yield additional data for interpretation.  

Additionally, the biographical literature on Boyer is sparse, and his death is relatively 

recent (1995). Numerous friends, colleagues, and family members are still living and possess 

insight into Ernest Boyer’s life. Although the interview transcripts I collected from the Ernest L. 

Boyer Center at Messiah College were invaluable to this study, this dissertation would further 

benefit from additional interview data.  

Finally, the role the researcher plays is crucial to consider in a qualitative study. I 

intended to be careful in my research methods and accurate in my data collection and analysis. I 

realize that, as a higher education scholar, I have much to learn in historical research methods, 

specifically applied in the context of qualitative educational research.  

Areas for Future Research 

 This biographical study of Ernest Boyer’s life and career in higher education provides an 

exploration of the formative influences and experiences that shaped Ernest Boyer the educational 
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leader. It serves as the first scholarly biographical account of his life and is intended to foster 

additional research on the life and legacy of Ernest Boyer. There are numerous potential studies 

that scholars could explore. For example, a significant period in American history was the 

college student activism surrounding the Vietnam War and the Civil Rights Movement of the 

1960s and 1970s. A cultural exploration of Ernest Boyer’s impact, a countercultural voice among 

higher education leaders, is worthy of additional study. Also, Boyer’s enduring impact regarding 

scholarship should continue. His four domains (discovery, application, integration, and teaching) 

each are worthy of further research and should be applied to emerging forms of higher education. 

Another area for future research is the impact of Boyer’s work, in collaboration with his son 

Paul, on tribal colleges in America. In the landscape of diversity issues within higher education, 

there is much work to be done among Native American institutions of higher education. Boyer 

was a champion of coherence in the curriculum. His curricular policy should also be examined, 

in light of recent trends in higher education. Finally, Boyer’s role as a forerunner of the service-

learning movement in higher education has not been sufficiently addressed.  

Conclusion 

This study examined Ernest L. Boyer’s life (1928-1995), career, and influence on higher 

education.  Ernest Boyer held prominent positions of educational leadership, including SUNY 

chancellor (1971-1977), United States commissioner of education during the Carter 

administration (1977-1979), and president of the Carnegie Foundation (1979-1995). Throughout, 

Boyer’s career was devoted to public education in America.  Despite this distinguished record, 

this is the first biography written of Ernest Boyer’s life.  

This chapter concluded the study through exploring Boyer’s final years at the Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. It discussed key themes in Boyer’s life and career 
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in higher education. Boyer’s legacy was assessed, and present and future implications for higher 

education will be explored. Areas for future research were discussed. This study intended to 

explore two questions:  

1. What were the critical events, influences, roles, and experiences in Ernest Boyer’s life, 

and how did they inform his career in higher education?   

2. How did Boyer synthesize his private higher education pedigree and his religious views 

with his very public role in higher education? 

Both questions framed this study, which led historical research to small church missions, 

rural Christian colleges, southern California, and the upper echelons of governmental and 

education leadership. Along the way, Ernest Boyer formed ideas and values that shaped his now 

well-known educational practices. His vision for education in America integrated educational 

and social change. Through it all, Bucher and Patton (2004) concluded, “the religious perspective 

that influenced him corresponds to those educational practices informed by values and mission” 

(p. 7). Ernest Boyer is arguably the most decorated educational leader in American history. He 

earned so many honorary doctoral hoods (136) that he suggested to Kay that they throw them all 

away (K. Boyer, 2003). Instead, she took scraps and made a quilt that now hangs in the Ernest L. 

Boyer Center at Messiah College. In addition, Boyer was the recipient of the following 

prestigious awards: 

 Charles Frankel Prize in the Humanities (1994) 

 James B. Conant Education Award (1994) 

 President’s Medal, Tel Aviv University 

 Distingushed Service Medal, Teacher’s College, Columbia University 

 Horatio Alger Award 
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 Educator of the Year, 1990, U.S. News & World Report 

 Medalist, New York Academy of Public Education 

 Friend of Education Award, National Education Association 

 1995 Education Leadership Award, Council for the Advancement of Private 

Education (Carnegie Foundation, 1996) 

Though often honored, he did earn a reputation for being difficult to work for. His 

relentless rewriting and pursuit of perfection sometimes wore his employees down (Bradley & 

Smith, 1995). His ideas were vigorously critiqued, but those critiques never challenged Boyer’s 

motives or character. His impact on the landscape of American education is profound. He 

influenced many other higher education leaders, including Carolyn Reid-Wallace, the first 

female president of a historically black college or university (Fisk University). Reid-Wallace 

expressed the personal impact Ernest Boyer had on her:  

I am a disciple of Ernest Boyer. I learned an enormous amount from him. . . . Dr. Ernest 

Boyer was not an ordinary man and yet he represented the best of most ordinary men, 

women, and children in our society. . . . He had that rare ability to hold the most ordinary 

things sacred and to give a kind of power and meaning to things that so many human 

beings take for granted or don’t consider at all. (Reid-Wallace, n.d., p. 7). 

Arthur Levine also had high praise for Ernest Boyer: “Ernie Boyer has had the unique role of 

making education comprehensible to America. He has been to education what Carl Sagan has 

been to science” (as cited in Bradley & Smith, 1995, p. 24). He immersed himself in education in 

America, which enabled him to be its most devoted fan and, at times, its sharpest critic (Coye, 

1997). Richard Bonnabeau, who conducted many interviews of Boyer’s colleagues, remarked to 

an interview subject about Ernest Boyer’s life: “Many of the facts are known. The interviews 
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reveal the spirit of the man. Ultimately, that is what is going to be important when his biography 

is written” (as cited in Underwood, 2005, p. 13). 

 This study attempted to capture the spirit of Ernest Boyer, a spirit that conveyed a pursuit 

of excellence and equity in American education and a deep, personal faith that informed a public 

career. The Boyer spirit challenges higher education leaders today to consider how the college or 

university can lift the leaden-eyed. Boyer, on more than one speaking occasion, shared, “The 

tragedy of life is not death; the tragedy is to die with commitments undefined, with convictions 

undeclared, and with service unfulfilled” (Boyer, 1988b, p. 14). Ernest Boyer’s career attests to 

his commitment, conviction, and service. He sought to lift the leaden-eyed of America’s 

education system. His frequent reference of Vachel Lindsay’s poem, The Leaden-Eyed, 

symbolizes his burden for American higher education.  

Let not young souls be smothered out before 

They do quaint deeds and fully flaunt their pride. 

It is the world's one crime its babes grow dull, 

Its poor are ox-like, limp and leaden-eyed. 

Not that they starve; but starve so dreamlessly, 

Not that they sow, but that they seldom reap, 

Not that they serve, but have no gods to serve, 

Not that they die, but that they die like sheep. 

Vachel Lindsay (1914, p. 65) 

 

  Ernest Boyer believed that “educating a new generation of Americans to their full 

potential is still our most compelling obligation” (Goldberg, 1995, p. 48). His career was devoted 

to this compelling obligation.  
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