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ne of the most influential writers for the 

development 20th and 21st century technologies is 

scarcely known by name outside the field of 

business management. Despite the anonymity, his theories 

for management and efficiency have transformed the ways 

in which goods are manufactured. Indeed, there is scarcely 

an item in any typical American household that has not been 

produced by his methodology. Furthermore, this 

management system has extended well beyond the assembly 

line and now directs employee and employer relationships 

and even evaluative processes in higher education. 
 

Frederick Winslow Taylor is best 

known for “a theory of 

management that analyzes and 

synthesizes workflows” otherwise 

known as scientific management 

or Taylorism.1 Taylorism is a 

“production efficiency 

methodology that breaks every 

action, job, or task into small and 

simple segments which can be 

easily analyzed and taught.”2 The 

management system, developed 

in the 1880s and 1890s, became 

most widely popularized with the assembly line production 

adopted by Henry Ford and other manufacturers. In its 

purest form, Taylorism replaces the artisan or craftsperson, 

one who produces complex items from start to finish, with 

multiple people or machines assigned to small portions of 

the total production. This had far reaching consequences for 

training, standardization, and evaluation. Artisans required 

years of training to master the complexities of all aspects of 

production. In contrast, workers who completed a single 

task or two could be trained swiftly and if needed replaced 

easily. Standardization, thus, could be thought to reference 

not only the interchangeability of the parts produced on the 

production line, but also the workers themselves. In terms 

of productivity evaluations, the smaller tasks were easier to 

measure than the complexities of producing entire objects. 

Standardized smaller tasks made comparisons between 

workers and discussions of efficiency more easily 

measurable that objects produced by artisans. For instance, 

an artisan who builds a car bumper out of mahogany with 

inset filigree and special varnishes does not lend itself to 

easy comparison with another artisan who builds a simple  

 

and functional car bumper out of unvarnished oak. 

However, workers who use the same materials to produce 

nearly identical objects can be compared more easily. The 

speed at which they produce the parts can be analyzed with 

data expressed by numerical values. Then the analyses of 

workflow impediments and changes for greater efficiencies 

could lower the cost of goods. This brings important 

competitive advantages to any company. The financial 

benefits of Taylor’s management theories to contemporary 

USA GDP (Gross Domestic Product) and indeed most of 

world commerce is without question. The quantization of 

aspects of workers’ production, however, has significant 

ramifications for society, particularly as this is extended 

beyond the factory assembly line. 
 

Simeon Head’s book, Mindless: Why Smarter Machines are 

Making Dumber Humans provides a well-documented 

exposition of the application of Taylorism and its scientific 

management successors to Walmart, Amazon, and other 

contemporary business giants.3 Particularly interesting, 

however, is his explanation of how management algorithms 

are now applied to the service industry workplace. Head 

coins the term “misindustrialization” for instances where 

the logic of material production is applied to complex social 

scenarios including human resource management.4  Later in 

the book he states that “corporate panoptics” refers to the 

increased desire of management for translucent oversight of 

all aspects of workers’ jobs.5 The need for more metrics is 

inherent in Taylorism, so that those outside of product 

creation and delivery, may best direct the efficient flow of 

work. In the extreme forms of Taylorism, workers are 

removed from decision making processes and only charged 

with efficiently working as directed. The most recent twist 

on Taylorism is to remove the human component altogether 

and vest administrative authority solely in computer 

algorithms.6 
 

In recent decades at Towson University and throughout 

academia in the USA, Taylorism is increasingly framing the 

way in which educators are discussing key components of 

their educational mission and how success and failure is 

reported. Each year professors in the University of 

Maryland System are obligated to complete the “Faculty 

Non-Instructional Productivity Questionnaire.” The result 

of the questionnaire is a numerical summary of scholarship 

and service activities of each faculty member. The 
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assumption within the number count is that somehow this 

data provides accurate comparisons of varied faculty 

assignments, types of scholarship, and divergent disciplines. 

Also, the numbers presume that differences in quality are 

insignificant. A two-page article for a local newspaper 

results in the same count as forty-page essay for the most 

prestigious scholarly journal. The data is routinely 

employed to compare the productivity of multiple 

universities in Maryland and they are often cited as 

important measurements of productivity. Another example 

of Taylorism can be observed in the statistics resulting from 

student evaluations of courses. The one-size-fits-all 

approach attempts to standardize the evaluation of courses 

and faculty whether the instruction is one on one, in a lab, 

online, or in a classroom. Yet another instance that “nods its 

head” to Taylor’s theories is with the recent push for course 

and curriculum assessments. For instance, students and 

faculty assign numbers to indicate fulfillment of discrete 

objectives in each TU Core Curriculum. These numerical 

results, regardless of the dissimilarity of course topics, 

materials, and instructors, are then compared and contrasted 

as if they were appropriate “hard data” from which 

reasonable conclusions can be discerned.7 Put in another 

way, each course objective is roughly analogous to a portion 

of the assembly line. In this way student achievement can 

be quantified as easily as the production of radiators for 

Chevy trucks. 
 

Jean-Paul Sartre is credited with the quotation “Statistics 

can never be dialectics.”8 He asserts that numerical 

evaluations are not comparable to analytical discourse or 

descriptive analysis. Yet, numerical evaluations often 

eclipse all else just because they are easy to understand and 

can be manipulated with simple arithmetic operations. Ellul 

provides further insights into the attraction of statistics: 

The technical phenomenon is the main 

preoccupation of our time; in every field [people] 

seek to find the most efficient method. It is no 

longer the best relative means which counts, as 

compared to other means also in use. The choice is 

less and less a subjective one among means which 

are potentially applicable. It is really a question of 

finding the best means in the absolute sense, on the 

basis of numerical calculation.9 

Another way to state this is that Taylorism is the death or at 

least devaluation of expertise.10 Dialectics employ insiders’ 

languages, built upon decades if not centuries of writings 

and deliberations within disciplines. Becoming an expert 

within a discipline thus entails an apprenticeship that is not 

achieved by a casual introduction to the subject matter. The 

attraction of numerical calculation is that it strips expertise 

from the assessment, yielding the information for ready 

manipulation by those outside the profession, most often 

those unfamiliar with the dialectics. 

 

This is not to say that outstanding teaching and effective 

education should not be recognized over poor and 

ineffective pedagogies. Indeed, within academia there 

should be qualitative evaluations of scholarship and service 

expectations. What is needed, however, are strengthened 

alternatives to Tayloristic models, ones that are championed 

above mere statistics. Fortunately, within higher education 

several disciplines provide well-developed dialectics for 

assessment. These better frame conversations about rewards 

or penalties for university professors, courses, and curricula 

than numerical analyses preferred by Taylorism.  
 

The arts provide excellent examples of alternatives to 

Taylorism. For instance, the products of art that are created 

in rich cultural contexts resist numerical analytics and in 

fact, render this type of analysis meaningless. Evaluating a 

work of art requires cultural awareness, analytical terms that 

reside only among experts in the profession, and a 

community of artisans and scholars who affirm a consensus. 

The assessments of artistic contributions rely on dialectics 

created for the task, often unique to not only the discipline 

but even the genre within the discipline. Notice that unlike 

Taylorism this model recognizes artistic communities as the 

best source of evaluation and analysis. 
 

Current evaluative procedures for promotion, tenure, and 

merit (P&T) at the departmental level at Towson University 

best allow for this artisan/scholar input, provided that the 

community (the Promotion and Tenure Committee) resist 

application of simple statistics and instead engage in 

meaningful dialogues that result in consensus among the 

subject experts. Empowering and asserting assessment at 

the local level provides the most meaningful method 

available. System wide assessments, in contrast, are driven 

by numerical results so removed from the artisan/scholars 

that they are at a level of abstraction far from the subject 

matter. The correlation between the local dialectics and 

Tayloristic statistics is almost meaningless. The premise of 

the system-wide assessments themselves is to hold 

institutions accountable for the delivery of education, which 

is certainly understood as a worthy goal. However, the best 

method of assuring effective delivery of education is to hire, 

guide, and motivate effective and conscientious teachers. 

The preeminent means of assuring that this is the case is to 

entrust the local level of artisan/scholars with these duties.  
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