PROFESSIONAL AUTONOMY IN
EDUCATION

Linnea A. Nelson*

Whenever I am asked to express myself on educational
matters I wish I were able to sound more scholarly, more
erudite. I always find myself presenting an interpretation
that sounds rather elementary and simple. Perhaps this is
not all bad. I remember reading of an economics profes-
sor who once gave a lecfure to a group of farmers on the
“Ways and Wherefores of the American Economic System.”
It took him about forty-five minutes and he felt rather
proud at having reduced a complicated subject to such sim-
ple language. When he was through the chairman of the
meeting got up and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, what our
speaker has been telling you is, that if your outgo exceeds
your income, then your upkeep will be your downfall.,” Per-
haps my analysis of educational autonomy can be summa-
rized in the same way. We can have freedom if when we
get it we are willing to give part of it up to keep it.”

We shall interpret the topic before us “Professional
Autonomy in Education” to mean freedom for the school
to administer its program and to teach those who come to
it without fear of interference or dictation.

As school people ours is the most wonderful job in
all the world, for we work with that most wonderful crea-
tion, the human mind. The universe is full of life, but only
man, through the power of his mind has transformed both
the world and himself. Freedom—autonomy, if you will—
is essential to the continued progress of man and indeed to
the retention of what he now has attained. Two dangers
threaten that freedom: laziness or self-satisfaction and ty-
ranny. The first danger is from within and is combated
through stimulation, encouragement and inspiration. The
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other is from without and the school must arm itself and
the learner against it and must watch continually against
encroachments; for the mind of man must be free. The
history of man in a large measure is the story of the bat-
tle for freedom. However, even freedom in itself is not
the supreme goal, for freedom to be secured must be lim-
ited, must accept responsibilities. It is our task today to
try to define the autonomy or freedom which we want to
enjoy in our profession as educators and we must include
in that definition the limitations of our liberties.

If a profession is to be a profession it must enjoy a
high degree of autonomy. The professional worker must
be free to use and to develop his particular knowledge and
skill. Every profession is beset with problems of moral
and intellectual authority, of pressures from sources that
claim the right to tell those engaged in it how to carry on
their work. These problems are especially- acute in educa-
tion. Somehow everyone considers himself an “authority’
when it comes to education and the school. This means that
those who are engaged in professional education activities
must agree on what their essential work is and in what
areas they must have freedom if they are to accomplish
their essential purposes. The educationist must maintain
his right as an expert in things educational to carry on
his problem freely according to agreed-on standards and
ideals of the profession.

First of all, in our attempt to define professional auto-
nomy in education and to criticize the pressures exerted
against it, we need to remember that freedom is indivisible.
Academic freedom is relative. Within the school it is af-
fected by and directly proportional to its vitality within
the culture at large. The school is not an island, an ivory
tower, insulated from the society in which it is located.
Those inside are not always as aware as they should be
of encroachments on the freedoms of the larger society.
Those outside are not as aware of the larger effects as they
should be of limiting the right of those within. In a cul-
ture of plural values — and certainly this is the kind of
culture we have in the Philippines — each must grant
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others the right of freedom or all will suffer loss.

Because educational institutions are created and estab-
lished by society to prepare the youth for life and service
in a particular society their freedom to operate is often
limited. Conflicts of definition of autonomy arise because
the very nature of the educational process demands cer-
tain freedoms and yet the educational institution is planncd
and supported by the society as its agency. These con-
flicts are particularly prevalent in new and emerging cul-
tures. Private institutions in the Philippines are often be-
set by restrictions on their freedom to operate. Two years
ago the fourth general conference of the International As-
sociation of Universities was held in Tokyo. One of the
principal themes of the meeting was “University Autono-
my: Its Meaning Today.” One of the Philippine delegates
was President Sinco of Foundation College, Dumaguete. He
bewailed the fact that the Philippine constitutional gua-
rantee was not applicable to private institutions which al-
though they received no aid whatsover from the state,
were subjected to all kinds of regulations and control. Be-
cause of this the schools ran the risk of being uniform and
stereotyped instead of fulfilling their purposes as in-
stitutions training youth for intelligent citizenship in a free
land.

Perhaps this is the place for those of us in private
higher education to take a larger view of our responsibi-
lities. The term ‘“private” does not remove us from the
society and culture of which we are a part. We will con-
tinue the particular program for which we originally were
organized — to furnish a particular group of young people
with opportunities to pursue knowledge and to prepare
themselves for a vocation. It is also our responsibility to
prepare these young people to participate democratically
and intelligently as members of the political, economic and
social groups that form our free Philippine society. In
addition, through our institutions we must help to improve
the activities and programs that make up the community
of which we are a part. We must share in the responsibility
for public welfare. This is particularly true in the Philip-
pines where most of the college education is carried on in
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private institutions under private auspices.

There are a number of areas in which a university or
college should have the right to autonomy and substantial
independence.

First, whatever the formalities of appointment may
ke, the university should have the right to select its own
staff. I am not quite sure that I can name all the limitations
to which we are subject in this regard. In the Philippines
family relationships and pressures sometimes make certain
demands on school administrators. I do not propose to cri-
ticize the Philippine family system with its many values.
However, it ought not be permitted to weaken the profes-
sional integrity of a school administrator nor should he
permit himself to be open to the charge of nepotism. Every-
one will lose if he does.

Another point at which a school might be under pres-
sure when it comes to appointments is that from certain
political officials who want to use their influence to per-
suade the school to appoint a particular teacher or staff
membker and then use this to enhance their own power and
prestige. By the same token, a school should not trade on
its influence over a particular politician (even if he is an
alumnus) to obtain favors from educational or other au-
thorities or entities. The educational profession must be
above politics.

The educational profession as such should unite to
agree on certain minimum standards for those who are to
be employed. The boards which license the teachers should
be composed of professional educators. Education is a pro-
fession and lay control over it violates the ideal. Let us
not identify democracy with the absence of expertness.
The fact that the public employs the teacher does not give
the public the right to prescribe the qualifications nor to
tell the teachers how to carry on their jobs.

Closely related to this problem of selection of staff is
the degree of responsibility which the members of the staff
might be allowed in administrative actions. There are
many opportunities for conflict in the school. There is
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conflict between administrators and faculty members; bet-
ween the board of control or trustees and the administra-
tors and the faculty (usually over the budget) ; or between
school personnel and individuals or groups outside; or with
alumni who exert pressures on the board, on the adminis-
tration, or on the faculty. There is no guarantee that any-
one is always right in any of these conflicts. The following
are some suggestions for policy-making in a school which
will help to insure reasonable professional of academic
freedom to the members of the staff. The faculty or its
elected representatives should have collective authority
over educational policies within the jurisdiction of that
faculty and should control its own organization and com-
mittees. There should always be full and free discussion
of educational programme, appointments, promotion, sala-
ry schedules, tenure, leaves of absence, retirements, dis-
missals, and budget requirements. Effective and democra-
tic self-government can result from centering basic policy
decisions in a truly representative and responsible commit-
tee of administrative and faculty members who will work
together under properly formulated rules.

Professional autonomy also indicates at least minimum
formal consultation with the faculty in the selection of the
dean or department head. Finally, although it might ap-
pear that it is the right and duty of the trustees or the
board of control to appoint the president of the school,
here again the principle of professional autonomy and wis-
dom would indicate that the faculty should have some part
in the nomination of the persons who are to be considered
by the board of control. It would also seem necessary that
there be ways by which the faculty and board might com-
municate with each other aside from communication
through the president or head of the school. This could pro-
bably be through joint committees. Sometimes a faculty
member is elected to the board. In any case, it is exceeding-
ly valuable for the professional staff to feel the intelligent
interest and friendship of the board in their work, as long
as that interest does not interfere with educational policies
that are properly the realm of the professional faculty.
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The question of lay participation in the administration
of a school is not easy to define. Perhaps it lies best in a
recommendation that those who have the right fo elect
board members take this responsibility very seriously and
choose those who are intelligent, conscientious, and compe-
tent.

The second point in autonomy is that the university
should be responsible for the selection of its students. The
school should be permitted to decide what course it will
offer and the preparation for entrance to undertake par-
ticular courses. It should also have the right to screen out
prospective students whose health or whose standards
of social and moral behavior might endanger other stu-
dents. In general, a school should be accessible to all who
are fit to make use of the opportunities it offers. The
school must have the autonomy to dismiss or deny admis-
sion to those who have proved themselves unworthy.

In the third place, the university should be responsi-
ble for the formulation of the curriculum for each degree,
and for the setting of academic standards. It is at this
point where the private colleges of the Philippines do not
have autonomy. One problem is that outside bodies set the
examination for license to practice. There is therefore al-
ways the pressure to bring the curriculum requirements
closely into line with the requirements of this external pro-
fessional examining organization. Some of these boards
go so far as to dictate the academic preparation of those
who teach the professional courses as, for example, the re-
quirements for registered chemists.

There is very real fear among some college deans that
the various professions are exerting influence to limit the
numbers of those who will enter their particular profes-
sion or at least to delay entry to lessen competition. They
point to the fact that due to pressure from the professional
organizations, pharmacy and most engineering courses
now take five years of college preparation. A lawyer must
have a bachelor’s degree before he begins his professional
legal training. Perhaps this professional pressure is all
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to the good and we shall have better-trained professionals
as a result. The fact remains, however, that these curri-
culum changes come as a result of pressure outside the
school. The question is — was the autonomy of the school
in curriculum-planning violated?

Our schools have the interesting “Spanish problem.”
Here we have curriculum-making by legislative fiat. This
same phenomenon occurs at intervals in the United States
and other countries. It would seem that this is a viola-
tion of professional educational autonomy. Any kind of
educational prescription of what should be taught is not
only violation of professional autonomy but also in prac-
tice is often contrary to sound professional judgment.
So often these prescriptions have a political basis or are
pushed through as a kind of political “horse trading.”
Laws preseribing the teaching of certain courses or the use
of certain texts are also a violation of professional edu-
cational autonomy. As one authority has said: “Determi-
nation of curriculum content, including determination
of study are professional matters and should not be legis-
lated.”

The theory of public relations is a new element affec-~
ting school planning and management because it brings the
lay public closer to the school. Are the schools to listen to
lay criticism of their work? Are the schools to accept the
notion that the parents of their pupils know better than the
professionally-trained teacher what the children need to
learn and the best ways for learning it? The worst problem
here is that the professional educators themselves have tak-
en an unprofessional attitude toward the problem. The
doctor does not ask for lay advise on how to remove an ap-
pendix. The lawyer does not ask a layman how to defend
a lawsuit. Let us be consistent in our attitude toward the
profession of teaching. Good public relations need not
mean giving up principles. It will depend on doing a good
professional job conscientiously, permitting lay participa-
tion only in areas in which such participation is sensible.

All this doeg not mean that the school should adopt an
arrogant “know-it-all,” “how stupid the public is” attitude.
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The school must listen sympathetically to criticisms and
suggestions from sources outside the profession but it
should not relinquish control over decisions that are pro-
fessional in nature.

In the fourth place, consider autonomy in the light of
the fact that there are certain controls put on the faculty
after they once are hired. Of course, a sectarian school
has the right to put certain limitations on its teachers and
it certainly would not be ethical for a teacher in a secta-
rian school to demand the right to teach a doctrine contra-
ry to that of the school; nor to teach against the accepted
religion even within the rights of so-called academic free-
dom. If a particular instructor does not like the religious
teaching in the school which employs him, if his particular
subject is affected by it, if he cannot get along without
showing his adverse attitude, then the only honorable re-
course is for him to resign and go elsewhere.

A very serious problem arose a few years ago in the
United States with reference to the so-called “loyalty oath”
demanded of teachers. Most teachers saw no reason for
objecting to the requirement. They were loyal. They as-
sumed that the caths merely prohibited the teaching of sub-
versive doctrines, and not most teachers approved this on
personal and professional grounds. However, the basic
problem was that the oaths were not a professional require-
ment. They constituted a lay determination of profession-
al qualifications and as such violated professional integ-
rity and autonomy. Their danger often lay in the way in
which they were worded. Some of them automatically dis-
qualified a person from becoming a teacher even if his
membership was in an organization which originally was
free from Communist control but had later come under
such. A conscientious member may decide to stay in the
organization and fight to bring it back under the right in-
fluences. This would be justified if it were on an organi-
zation of prestige and with resources which ought to be
used for right causes. To remain would not be possible
according to most loyalty oaths. Fortunately loyalty oaths
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have been declared unconstitutional. Justice Frankfurter
in the case brought to the Supreme Court of the United
States pointed out: “Since affiliation which must be fore-
sworn may well have been for reasons or purposes as in-
nocent as membership in a club of one of the political par-
tieg, to require such an oath on pain of a teacher’s loss of
his position in case of refusal to take the oath, penalize a
teacher for exercising a right of association peculiarly
characteristic of our people.”

Another aspect of autonomy approved by the confer-
ence in Tokyo was that each university should have the fi-
nal decision as to the research program carried on within its
walls. Perhaps this is not such a vital problem or threat
to our autonomy as yet, at least not as critical a problem
as it ig in Russia, England, or the United States. Inter-
estingly enough, the Soviet government has been forced
to grant considerable freedom to its research scientists.
Research has not yet developed in our colleges and univer-
sities very far, and we still welcome oversight and help
from government and industry. We are ready to offer our
resources for this. However, I am sure we shall not want
to give up our freedom for the privilege of a research sub-
sidy. We should not want either government or industry
to determine the major work activity of members of our
faculty and staff, nor have prior claim on their talents,
time, or production.

One basic problem involved is that government and
industry are more ready to support research projects which
produce results likely capable of early economic exploi-
tation. Funds for pure research are harder to procure and
often these are the projects which a school should support,
since their aim is to further human knowledge.

We need to have some sensible way of protecting the
autonomy of the school with reference to research projects
supported by the government, by industry, and even to
projects initiated by government educational bureaus of
officials. To do this each school should have a central
committee representative of the institution as a whole
which would have knowledge and oversight of its total
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research undertakings.

A sixth area of possible autonomy would give a uni-
versity responsibility within wide limits for the allocation
among its various activities of the financial resources
available, i.e. space and equipment, capital funds, recur-
rent operating revenue. This freedom to use the material
resources for the best educational purposes is an absolute
necessity for high morale among faculty and staff. Even
a privately owned institution cannot continue long to be
successful unless the faculty and staff are ready to dedi-
cate themselves to their work. Part of the inspiration
for their dedication will come from the assurance that they
share in the planning for the use of funds and equipment.

The growth of the school will depend on carefully con-
sidered policies and long-term programs. For these the pro-
fessional educator is best-qualified to plan. Changes and
revisions must be made, adjustments will be necessary. All
these need the imaginative leadership of a faculty free to
give themselves to this kind of life, knowing that their
professional knowledge is being utilized.

Let me try to summarize what I hope I have said
around this question; How can the school fulfill its pur-
poses in the face of pressures by government entities, by
government bureaus and officials, by sources of financial
suppoert, by outside interest groups, and how can each mem-
Ler of the school personnel maintain his personal freedom
in a proper balance with the school ‘he serves?

Schools need to realize that they have certain common
causes. They need to find ways of working together with
firmness and determination to protect the whole tradition
of free learning and free teaching so vital to our total free
and democratic life.

We are never wholly free. We do not want this, We
are a part of the society and culture of our day. People in
that culture will have ideas and feelings about the school
and what is taught. They will not always approve of what
we are doing. There may be forces in our culture that are
inimical to freedom. These may be greater or smaller
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groups with what they call a “message” or “mission.”
These may be a manifestation of life as it changes and as
civilization develops.

More specifically, the government may want to force
all schools into particular pattern to strengthen itself or
to enhance the power and prestige of a party or group of
persons. Other pressures may come from the constituen-
cy of the school, or from sources of financial support. These
are difficult to resist for various reasons, particularly if
they are paying the bills,

To resist all these and maintain its integrity and to
fulfill its essential destiny of leadership in the battle to keep
men’s minds free, and to “secure the benefits of liberty,”
each school must first of all define for itself what its basic
and fundamental purpose is, what its standards of schol-
arship will be, the kind of students it wants to serve.
The support will come from those who are like-minded.
The public will respond to strong and positive leadership.
Where the fear is control from financial sources, the reme-
dy might be to obtain support from many sources, so that
no one financial interest will control the policies.

Let me say this final word. We educators must say
this to one another. Autonomy—ifreedom, if you will — is
not a gift. It is “earned.” It must be earned or it has no
value or substance. For us this means professional excel-
lence and professional integrity. It means that our person-
al life and our professional ethics as individuals and as
institutions composed of groups of professional educators
are above reproach. Let us earn our autonomy then in pre-
paring ourselves as well as we can for our work, constant-
ly studying and growing, dedicating our service to our stu-
dents and not to our own promotion and well-being, help-
ing our administrators and fellow-teachers in our common
task of building a right world through the kind of citizens
we help to build.

So I end as I began: We can have freedom if when we
get it we are willing to give up part of it to keep it.
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