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BACKGROUND

U.S. Doctoral Education

By the mid-1800s higher education institutions in 
America had begun to recognize a need for further 
intellectual preparation (Storr, 1969). Rather than 
representing the “completion of formal study,” 
as was its original intent, undergraduate degrees 

became known as a “first degree of academic life” 
(p. 1). Even though these degrees provided students 
with sufficient general knowledge about certain 
fields e.g. philosophy, religion, mathematics, and 
social and physical sciences, Storr states that stu-
dents “…did not necessarily love good literature, 
recognize their own special talents, or command any 
profound knowledge of things outside the limits of 
conventional learning” (p. 2).

Although undergraduate level institutions 
provided new materials for students, they rarely 
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treated subjects thoroughly. Storr (1969) notes 
that the professors did not necessarily leave last-
ing impressions with students, and coverage of 
materials offered only occasional opportunities 
for student dialogue and debate. The need for 
universities to offer more than undergraduate 
studies and preparation for specific areas, such 
as medicine and law, inevitably gave rise to the 
graduate school.

In 1861, Yale University awarded the first 
U.S. doctorates. It took another decade for the 
University of Pennsylvania and Harvard Univer-
sity to begin conferring doctorates. In addition 
to acknowledging a need for graduate and post 
graduate education, there were additional events 
that drove an increase in doctoral education in 
America. The two Morrill Land Grant Acts, the 
first in 1862, provided land for states to establish 
colleges to meet the new industrial needs of soci-
ety. The second Morrill Land Grant Act in 1890 
led to the development of colleges in response to 
segregation resulting in historically black colleges 
and universities (HBCUs). While the Morrill 
Land Grant Acts were growing the number of 
public higher education institutions, there was 
also an increase in the number of private colleges 
and universities forming (e.g.: Johns Hopkins 
University, 1876; Stanford University, 1891; 
University of Chicago, 1892) and/or reorganizing 
(e.g.: Columbia and Harvard) to offer graduate 
education. Although the U.S. model of doctoral 
education was established by the late 1880s and 
early 1900s, large numbers of American students 
were still drawn to European institutions especially 
those in Germany. This was attributed to a lack 

of regulations and accountability, and a perceived 
inconsistency in the quality of U.S. colleges and 
universities (Speicher, 2000).

To stem the tide of the student exodus, 14 
leading U.S. doctoral-granting institutions sent 
representatives to a conference in January, 1900 
at the University of Chicago. This resulted in 
the formation of the Association of American 
Universities (AAU). The founding AAU member 
institutions are listed in Figure one.

During the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s U.S. gradu-
ate and post graduate education grew steadily. 
The federal government increasingly looked to 
universities for research in technology and policy 
in the New Deal era of the 1930s. The emphasis 
on research continued producing alliances with 
such federal government agencies as the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH) in 1946, The Office of 
Naval Research (ONR) 1949, and the National 
Science Foundation (NSF) in 1950 (Geiger, 1993). 
A significant driver of U.S. graduate and post 
graduate education came from another European 
event. The Soviet Union’s launching of the Sputnik 
satellite in 1957 resulted in another growth spurt 
in institutions granting doctorates. Research and 
development spending tripled between 1957 and 
1970 and higher education more than doubled ris-
ing from three million to seven million (Thurgood, 
Golladay, & Hill, 2006).

Steady but slowed growth characterized the 
1980s and most of the 1990s. However, at the 
beginning of the 21st century, in 2003, the suc-
cessful plotting of the human genome fostered 
renewed interest in universities and research. 
Currently, university research attentions are fo-

Table 1. Colleges and universities at the 1900 AAU meeting (AAU, 2003) 

Catholic University of America Johns Hopkins University University of Michigan

Clark University Princeton University University of Pennsylvania

Columbia University Stanford University University of Wisconsin-Madison

Cornell University University of California-Berkeley Yale University

Harvard University University of Chicago
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