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The Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching

An independent research and policy center 
established in 1905
Charged to “do and perform all things 
necessary to encourage, uphold, and dignify 
the profession of the teacher and the cause 
of higher education.”
Long history of influential studies and 
projects



Origins of the Classification

1970: The Carnegie 
Commission on Higher 
Education creates a 
classification system 
to serve its research needs
1973: Classification published 
to assist research on higher 
education
1976, 1987, 1994, 2000: 
revised editions
2005-06: major overhaul

Clark Kerr



Original Design Principles

Use empirical data about what institutions do
Secondary analysis of existing data

Seek comparability with respect to:
Functions of the institutions
Characteristics of students and faculty



The First Published 
Carnegie Classification (1973)

Doctoral-Granting Institutions
Research Universities I
Research Universities II
Doctoral Universities I
Doctoral Universities II

Comprehensive Universities and 
Colleges

Comprehensive Universities and 
Colleges I

Comprehensive Universities and 
Colleges II

Liberal Arts Colleges
Liberal Arts Colleges I
Liberal Arts Colleges II

Two-Year Colleges and Institutes

Professional Schools and Other 
Specialized Institutions

Theological seminaries, Bible 
colleges, and other institutions 
offering degrees in religion

Medical schools and medical centers
Other separate health professional 

schools
Schools of engineering and 

technology
Schools of business and 

management
Schools of art, music, and design
Schools of law
Teachers colleges
Other specialized institutions



How Did the Carnegie Foundation 
Become the National Classifier? 

First sophisticated classification
Origin with the Carnegie Commission

Objective 
Widely respected & trusted

Appeal of the original classification
Simplicity
Made intuitive sense



Evolution of Meanings and Uses:
Hazards of Success

Classification as…
identity
marker of…

quality
prestige
market position

object of strategic 
action

Institutionalization
research
resource allocation
memberships & dues
U.S. News rankings

Expectations of…
precision
holistic assessment



Hazards of Success

Consequential 
uses

Classification 
sensitivity

Dominance

Homogenization

Strategic 
action



Unintended Consequences

New Students and New Places
(Carnegie Commission, 1971)

“We find no need whatsoever in the foreseeable 
future for any more research-type universities 
granting the Ph.D.”
Recommendations included:

“preserving and even increasing the diversity of 
institutions of higher education by type and by 
program; resisting homogenization”
“holding steady the number of universities.”



2005-06 Overhaul

Revised “Basic” classification
Several new classifications

Instructional program (2)
Enrollment profile (2)
Size & setting
“Elective” classifications

Online lookup & listing tools



Online Access & Tools

http://www.carnegiefoundation.org/classifications









Implications

Complexity
Flexibility

More nuanced classification
Possibilities for customization
Better matching of classification to purpose

Responsibility
Make & justify choices


