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The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching has announced that it plans to reconsider 
the credit hour as it is currently being used in higher education and, at least potentially, propose a new 
alternative unit of measure to replace it. This is a welcome development and one that AAC&U has 
urged for some time, both through the Liberal Education and America’s Promise initiative and through 
our recent work on the Degree Qualifications Profile. But having worked for several years to shift the 
focus from credit hours to competency—that is, from simply measuring the expected amount of time 
students spend in class (“seat time”) and out of class on course-related work to measuring what students 
know and are able to do as a result of their coursework—we are keenly aware of not only the need for 
change but also the many difficulties that lie ahead.

The adoption of the credit hour as the standard unit of measure a century ago, and the closely related 
decision to organize a required number of credit hours around the concepts of breadth and depth, brought 
needed order and some degree of common practice to what was then a highly uneven and fast-changing 

enterprise of higher educa-
tion. However, the credit-hour 
system and the breadth-depth 

division of curricular labor built around it are both woefully inadequate to twenty-first-century needs and 
challenges. Recognizing this, the higher education community already is actively engaged in a broad-
based effort to move away from credit hours and toward the development of more meaningful evidence 
about students’ competency and preparation to deal with a lifetime of complex and often unscripted 
problems. This ongoing effort is focused on assessing students’ ability to integrate and apply their 
learning—to bring breadth and depth together, so to speak—in the context of complex problems and 
challenges, such as those related to sustainability. The articles in this issue clearly demonstrate the 
potential educational power of organizing education around complex, twenty-first-century challenges. 

Because it was the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching that first devised the credit 
hour and helped make it the preferred form of academic currency, the foundation’s embrace of the need 
for a fresh look at it has enormous symbolic significance. It is wonderful that Carnegie is now joining the 
historic effort to shift the focus from credit hours and seat time to students’ demonstrated accomplish-
ment in integrating and applying their learning. At this pivotal moment, we need all hands on deck.

Yet, even as we work toward an alternative, the credit hour is gaining new currency in state policy 
circles and through federal actions related to accreditation. It is very worrying that states have begun to 
tie performance incentives to simplistic measures of productivity, using that same old credit hour as the 
de facto indicator of what is “produced” with the time and money invested by students and the state. 

What policy leaders miss is that the credit hour was not designed to document the quality or 
level of student learning. Today, the notion that all courses are equal—at least, in terms of the num-
ber of credit hours—skirts the question of whether a particular course is sufficiently rigorous or what 
students of my generation called a “gut.” The fact is that the same number of credit hours is awarded 
regardless of whether students produce significant qualifying work or just perform adequately on 
multiple-choice exams. Students who have patched together the right number of credits in the right 
breadth-depth categories may, in practice, fall short when it comes to the integrative and adaptive 
learning that they need for work, civic participation, and life.

P r e s i d e N t ’ s  m e s s a g e

Is It Finally Time to Kill the Credit Hour?
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Clearly, we need a new system that can demonstrate whether students are gaining proficiency in 
applying their learning to complex, unscripted problems and new settings. So, why not just throw 
out the credit hour altogether? The answer is that better ways of certifying what students are actually 
learning are still being developed, so we are not yet ready to just pull the switch on the old system, 
creaky and inadequate though it is. In truth, we are not even close to ready.

AAC&U has been working intensively for many years with hundreds of colleges, universities, and 
community colleges on liberal learning outcomes—the most valuable competencies of all in an 
innovation-driven global economy—and on educationally useful ways to assess student learning. 
Based on this work, I want to caution that higher education is still in the design phase of developing 
new ways to show what students are really gaining from their studies, and of documenting what 
students’ actual work reveals about their ability to engage successfully in analytic inquiry, take useful 
action on a complex problem or project, or contribute to society as thoughtful citizens.    

The Degree Qualifications Profile (DQP) that the Lumina Foundation is currently field-testing and 
that I helped draft is challenging higher education to certify that every student has actually achieved the 
high-quality education that the DQP outlines: broad and integrative knowledge, deep knowledge in a 
particular subject area, high-level intellectual skills, and demonstrated achievement in applied learning 
and in civic learning and engagement. AAC&U is currently working in nine states with more than twenty 
institutions to test the DQP as a tool for assessing student learning, specifically in the context of 
transfer. Through this and related DQP projects, higher education leaders all across the country are exper-
imenting with ways to certify student accomplishment and make it visible by gathering and examining 
students’ own authentic work—their projects, papers, performances, internships, community-based 
research, and capstone projects. Many of the most promising of these efforts use the e-portfolio as 
the platform for gathering and assessing this work—a platform that potentially can enable students 
themselves to integrate their learning and make its quality visible.

But these are pilot efforts. We do not yet have anything even faintly resembling broad agreement 
across the different sectors of higher education on the most powerful ways to document the quality 
and level of student achievement using students’ own authentic work, as the DQP 
recommends. And we should definitely not kid ourselves that there are standardized 
tests already available that can do the job for us. The existing tests fall far short in 
their capacity to reveal the kinds of educational outcomes that employers look for 
and that well-educated citizens of a democracy need. Moreover, the result of a stan-
dardized test is a very weak indicator of what a student can really do to solve urgent 
and unscripted problems, such as arise today in the economy and in civil society.

So, we are in the midst of much-needed change. But this is not the right time to jump off the old 
credit-hour boat, buoyed by the assumption that new competency-based assessments are primed and 
ready to sail. We need to take the time and learn from the assessment experiments that are going on 
all over higher education. We also need to build broad and compelling agreement on what twenty-
first-century markers of student accomplishment actually look like. And, soberingly, that work is still 
in draft form.—CAROL GEARY SCHNEIDER      

The credit hour 
was not designed 
to document the 
quality or level 
of student learning
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concept of sustainability into key areas of institutional practice. They are committing to pursue climate 
neutrality, establishing new offices of sustainability or campus-wide sustainability committees, opening 
campus sustainability centers, “greening” campus buildings and requiring LEED certification for new con-
struction projects, conducting greenhouse gas emissions inventories, transitioning to tray-less dining, and 
implementing a host of other initiatives, many of which bring students, faculty, staff, administrators, and 
members of the local community together to address sustainability issues on campus. Through these ef-
forts, colleges and universities are serving not only as models for responsible resource stewardship but also 
as vibrant laboratories for innovation and for the development of advanced sustainability practices. 

But how does an institution’s commitment to sustainability affect the core academic mission? How 
are sustainable practices adopted by campus operations connected to research, teaching, and learning? 
How is the concept of sustainability being incorporated into the academic program, and what new 
pedagogies are emerging in response? The authors in the Featured Topic section of this issue address 
these and other related questions, with particular attention to what all this has to do with advancing 

the aims of liberal education. 
In the lead article, Neil Weissman, 

provost and dean of Dickinson College, 
presents an overview of the progress being made in turning educational attention to sustainability, 
and concludes that “sustainability has the potential to vitalize and validate liberal learning in ways 
that both deepen our practice as teachers and engage us meaningfully with the wider world.” I want to 
thank Neil, a member of Liberal Education’s editorial advisory board, for first proposing the topic of this 
issue and for providing invaluable advice and assistance in shaping our treatment of it.  

The authors of the second featured article provide a detailed look at one especially successful model 
of faculty development, which is designed to inspire creativity in faculty members’ responses to sustain-
ability challenges. Peggy Barlett and Geoffrey Chase, creators of the Piedmont/Ponderosa model, explain 
how the model can be adapted by campuses seeking “to broaden an environmental approach with the 
‘triple bottom line’ of sustainability (economic and social, as well as environmental dimensions), to create 
sustainability minors or majors, or to integrate sustainability issues across the curriculum.” 

Finally, the University of Richmond’s Mary Finley-Brook, Megan Zanella-Litke, Kyle Ragan, and 
Breana Coleman argue that campus-based renewable energy projects provide opportunities to advance 
liberal education at institutions of all types and sizes. “To demonstrate frequently over-looked synergies” 
between campus operations and the academic program, the authors present five mini case studies show-
ing how renewable energy projects at five liberal arts colleges—“a subset of higher education institutions 
rarely assumed to be leaders in the field of energy technology”—are engaging students across disciplines 
and encouraging critical analysis and experiential learning.—DAVID TRITELLI
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New Strategic Goals  
for AAC&U
At its fall meeting, the AAC&U 
Board of Directors approved a  
new set of strategic goals to guide the 
association’s work on behalf of its 
growing membership in the coming 
years. These goals build on the 
successes of AAC&U’s existing 
signature initiatives, including Liberal 
Education and America’s Promise 
(LEAP), Valid Assessment of Learning 
in Undergraduate Education (VALUE), 
Global Learning and Shared Futures, 
Project Kaleidoscope (PKAL), and 
Civic Learning and Democratic 
Engagement, among others. 

With its new strategic plan, 
AAC&U will work with its members 
to advance the following goals:  
(1) LEAP: Liberal Education as a 
Global Necessity; (2) Quality: 
21st-Century Markers for the Value 
of US Degrees; (3) Equity: Innova-
tion, Inclusive Excellence, and 
Student Success; and (4) Social 
Responsibility: Integrative Liberal 
Learning for the Global Commons. 
Each of these strategic goals will  
be addressed through proactive 
advocacy, campus action, strategic 
alliances, and the deployment of 
authentic evidence. The full strategic 
plan for 2013–17 will be released  
in January.

AAC&U Senior Vice President 
Assumes New Role
On November 1, 2012, Caryn Mc-
Tighe Musil stepped down as Senior 
Vice President of Diversity, Equity, 
and Global Initiatives and assumed 
her new role as Senior Scholar and 
Director of Civic Learning and De-
mocracy Initiatives. In her new role, 
Musil will help coordinate efforts 
across thirteen cooperating national 
organizations to make civic learning 
for a diverse and globally connect-
ed democracy expected rather than 
optional for all college students, in 
all parts of postsecondary education. 
In this context, AAC&U will work 
with partner organizations and cam-
puses to map and promote the deep 
connections between students’ en-
gagement with diversity and higher 
education’s mission-level role in pre-
paring students to sustain a just and 
equitable democracy and economy. 

New AAC&U Vice President
AAC&U has appointed David Paris as 
vice president for integrative liberal 
learning and the global commons, 
effective January 1, 2013. Paris is 
founding executive director of the 
New Leadership Alliance for Student 
Learning and Accountability, senior 
fellow at AAC&U, senior advisor to 
the Council of Independent Colleges, 
and professor of government at 
Hamilton College, where he has  
also served as chair of the government 
department, as vice president for 
academic affairs, and as dean of  
the faculty. 

Paris will head the AAC&U office 
charged with advancing integrative 
liberal learning and social responsi-
bility for all students, a key goal of 
the association’s new strategic plan 
for 2013–17. He will lead initiatives 
related to engaging students in explo-
ration of “big questions” in a global 
society and developing inquiry and 
innovation in the liberal arts and 
sciences and across contemporary  
designs for general education.

*Specialized schools, 
state systems and agencies, 
international affiliates, and 
organizational affiliateswww.aacu.org

V I S I T  O U R  W E B S I T E

N e W s  a N d  i N F o r m a t i o N

• January 23–26, 2013
AAC&U Annual Meeting
The Quality of US Degrees:  
Innovations, Efficiencies, and  
Disruptions—To What Ends?
Atlanta, Georgia

• February 28–March 2, 2013
General Education and  
Assessment: A Sea Change  
in Student Learning
Boston, Massachusetts

• April 4–6, 2013
Student Success and the Quality 
Agenda
Miami, Florida

Upcoming Meetings

MASTERS 31%

BACC 25% OTHER* 
16%  

ASSOC 11% 

DOC 17%

AAC&U MEMBERSHIP 2012
1,263 members



6   LiberaL education  FaLL 2012

F
E

A
T

U
R

E
D

 
T

O
P

I
C

NEIL B. WEISSMAN is provost and dean of Dickinson College.

Viewed in terms  
of the liberal arts 
curriculum, sustain-
ability has much to 
recommend it

N EI L  B .  W EIS S M A N

Sustainability & 
Liberal Education

Partners by Nature

WritiNg iN the Chronicle of Higher Education in 2006, then Cornell University 
President Frank Rhodes proposed that “the concept of sustainability could provide 
a new foundation for the liberal arts and sciences.” While there have been many 
calls for curricular commitment to sustainability in the past, Rhodes singularly 
argued for the integral connection between education for sustainability (EfS) and 
liberal learning. Indeed, he labeled sustainability “the ultimate liberal art.” 

In the years since, public attention to sustainability has spread widely across 
America, beyond growing environmental organizations to 
the media, business, and even the military. Colleges and 

universities have participated in, and in many ways led, this “green” movement. 
The Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education 
(AASHE) has 890 institutional members. Moreover, 659 institutions have signed the 
American College and University Presidents’ Climate Commitment (ACUPCC), 
which not only focuses on achieving climate neutrality in campus operations 
but also encourages reform of academic programs. As the ACUPCC text reads, 
“Campuses that address the climate challenge by reducing global warming emis-
sions and by integrating sustainability into their curriculum will better serve 
their students and meet their social mandate to help create a thriving, ethical 
and civil society” (2012).

There certainly has been progress in turning educational attention to sustain-
ability. The Education for Sustainability Blueprint issued by leading EfS organizations 
in 2011 reported growth in the number of degree programs on the environment 
and the opening of seventy college and university sustainability centers. But most 
of the progress cited centered on campus operations—from greenhouse gas emission 
inventories to recycling and tray-less dining—rather than curricula. Within the 
academic realm, programmatic innovation often has focused on vocational train-
ing rather than the liberal arts. As the Blueprint’s authors summarized, “Progress is 
greater in ‘greening’ campus buildings, grounds and operations than in actual 
teaching and learning, resulting in few if any indicators that this generation of 
college graduates on average is any more literate about sustainability than its 
predecessors” (EfS Blueprint Network 2011, 4).

The contrast between, as David Orr (2012) aptly put it, “green operations and 
brown curricula” makes it timely and important to examine both the potential of, 
and challenges to, sustainability education in the liberal arts. My perspective is that 
of a provost at a liberal arts college that has undertaken a substantial initiative in 
this arena.* 
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liberal arts curriculum
Viewed in terms of the liberal arts curriculum, 
sustainability has much to recommend it. 
Most obvious is the concept’s breadth. Public 
attention currently focuses on “global warm-
ing,” and particularly the scientific dimension 
of climate change. The same is true within 
academe. ACUPCC targets, for example, center 
on achieving climate neutrality and reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions, goals that start with 
measurement and understanding of the dynam-
ics of carbon footprint. Investigation of climate 
change, particularly, and sustainability, gener-
ally in terms of biology, chemistry, earth sci-
ence, or physics, quickly spills over into the 
realm of economic and social impacts and 
policy formation. Disciplinary study from the 
standpoint of social science promptly leads to 
issues of ethics, values, and culture that are the 
core concerns of the humanities. “We have 
many sophisticated scientific and policy analy-
ses of climate change, species loss, and other 
environmental issues,” reads the report of a 
2007 conference at Yale on sustainability, “but 
our situation also requires the knowledge and 
wisdom of psychologists and philosophers, poets 
and preachers, historians and humanists to help 
us see and communicate hard truths and inspire 
individual and social change” (Leiserowitz and 
Fernandez 2008, 13).

Faculty development efforts that demon-
strate sustainability’s reach across the liberal 
arts, such as Northern Arizona University’s  
pioneering Ponderosa Project or Emory’s 
Piedmont Project, are readily available. Dick-
inson College’s comparable Valley and Ridge 
EfS study group has since 2008 included fifty-
one faculty from twenty-five departments and 
all three divisions of the curriculum, resulting 
in over forty new or revised courses with sustain-
ability content. These include a mathematics 
course in which the examples were all drawn 
from the environmental history of Easter 
Island—a good example of how sustainability 
can set the context for courses devoted to 
seemingly unconnected skill development.

Importantly, EfS not only speaks to virtually 
all academic disciplines, it also demands that 
they enter into dialogue. Descriptions of effec-
tive sustainability education invariably empha-
size holistic systems thinking, the ability to 
make connections, interdisciplinarity, and 
“lateral rigor.” In a recent essay on leisure, 

Robert and Edward Skidelsky ask, “What is 
the good life? And what is it not? And what 
changes in our moral and economic systems 
are needed to realize it? Such questions are 
seldom asked because they do not fall neatly 
into any of the disciplinary boxes that make up 
modern intellectual life” (2012, 13). These are 
precisely the interdisciplinary questions raised 
by sustainability. Put somewhat differently, 
sustainability advocates frequently invoke 
practices that mimic nature and emphasize 
organic elements in the environment. This 
approach readily translates to the liberal arts 
potential for integrative study and learning, 
to adding synthesis to the traditional curricular 
dimensions of disciplinary depth and general 
education breadth.

As the foregoing suggests, sustainability 
powerfully validates the liberal arts. In response 
to contemporary accusations of economic 
impracticality, defenders of liberal education 
have emphasized how such skills as critical 
thinking and “learning to learn” are vital to 
success in careers. This approach readily 
extends to sustainability, which has become a 
growing source of employment across many 
fields, including business and finance. Experts 
in careers related to sustainability particu-
larly require the ability to constantly remake 
their technical training in an arena in which 
successful strategies must be flexible and 
adaptive. Moreover, the integrative nature of 
sustainability challenges gives rise to a demand 
for “translators,” professionals with the under-
standing and communication skills to carry 
knowledge across the boundaries that divide 
communities of experts, policy makers, and 
the public (see, for example, Cash et al. 
2003). As Bruce Schlein (2010), director 
for corporate sustainability at Citi, observed 
of sustainability-related careers, the practi-
cal need to combine deep expertise with 
broad perspective “makes liberal arts skills 
hard skills.”

Sustainability’s validation of the liberal 
arts extends beyond economics. While lib-
eral education can hold its own in a contem-
porary dialogue dominated by concern over 
jobs and “return on investment,” its origins 
and ultimate worth center on citizenship. 
Colleges and universities certainly reiterate 
this element in mission statements, strategic 
plans, and elsewhere. Yet education for citi-
zenship is often framed formulaically, using 

8   LiberaL education  FaLL 2012
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ship” or “engagement” that 
lack the programmatic roots 
to make a compelling case. 
Sustainability brings citizen-
ship down to earth (no pun 
intended). While we do not 
know the precise contours of 
change, defining our relation-
ship to the natural world will 
undoubtedly provide a pro-
found challenge for American democracy. EfS 
prompts students to wrestle with fundamental 
issues of policy and practice, and impels them 
to seek solutions to the problems confronting 
the communities in which they live. 

Dickinson College, for example, was char-
tered in 1783 in the wake of the Revolutionary 
War to provide a “useful” education in the 
liberal arts to leaders of the new American 
democracy. The precise relationship between 
liberal learning and utility, especially as artic-
ulated in college publications, has occasioned 
more than a little debate among our faculty. 
“Useful,” for some, carries a problematic lean-
ing toward the narrowly vocational and away 
from the reflective. Sustainability, by contrast, 
lifts the concept of useful, still encompassing 
vocation and social action but in a way that 
moves toward deep, integrative learning.

The campus as a “living laboratory”
By its nature, sustainability also breaks down 
barriers between higher education and the wider 
world. “Regardless of the subject of the cur-
riculum,” states AASHE’s 2010 call to action, 
“students must learn and practice holistic systems 
thinking and be able to apply such thinking 
to real world situations” (2). Virtually every 
EfS agenda stresses the need to connect the 
classroom with local, regional, and global 
communities with an emphasis on place-based 
experiential learning. Indeed, there is strong 
potential here to undermine, if not entirely 
erase, the all too common vocabulary that con-
trasts academe with the “real world,” language 
that implies that the work of higher educa-
tion is somehow “unreal.” Colleges and uni-
versities in the United States have significant 
environmental impact. As the Presidents’ 
Climate Commitment indicates, campus 
operations can and must become “living labora-
tories” of sustainability for the application  
of ideas, skills, and values developed in the 

classroom. In so doing, higher 
education institutions model 
“real” practices beneficially 
adopted and adapted in other 
communities.

Envisioning the campus as 
a living laboratory carries us 
across boundaries within the 
institution as well. Much 
effort has been devoted to 
“bridging” academic and 

student development, especially in residential 
colleges and universities. Classroom discussion 
of sustainability issues readily yields impor-
tant implications for what we loosely call 
student “lifestyle.” And residential practices 
similarly can be used as vehicles for reflection 
on, and study of, broader issues such as con-
sumption and policy. A more resistant, if not 
even insidious, division on campus—between 
students and faculty, on the one hand, and 
the facilities staff who support them, on the 
other—also yields to EfS. Sustainability prac-
tices can bring these constituencies together in 
operations and in the learning process. The 
efforts of facilities staff to “green” the campus 
provided a powerful impetus to Dickinson’s 
EfS initiative; I doubt we have ever had a 
significant curricular change similarly sparked 
by their work. Facilities staff currently work 
with students as collaborators and instructors 
on multiple projects, including a biodiesel 
fuel shop, an organic farm, energy conserva-
tion, and courses on green operations and 
carbon footprint. Many other campuses have 
launched similar activities.

Finally, references to application and 
community indicate a further and critically 
important advantage of sustainability educa-
tion, namely, its congruence with many of our 
most powerful pedagogies. Supporters of inno-
vation in and beyond the classroom will find 
Second Nature President Anthony Cortese’s 
assertion that “the entire educational experi-
ence of students is a function of not only what 
they are taught, but how they are taught” 
entirely resonant (Bardaglio 2007, 21). The 
overlap between the lists of core EfS strategies 
and of “high-impact educational practices” 
(Kuh 2008) is striking. On the level of activi-
ties, such shared items as community-based 
and service learning, internships, learning 
communities, and undergraduate research serve 
as cases in point. The two lists connect in 

While liberal education 
can hold its own in 

a contemporary 
dialogue dominated by 
concern over jobs and 

“return on investment,” 
its origins and 
ultimate worth 

center on citizenship
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ative work, integrative learning, the combina-
tion of the intellectual and the experiential, 
active approaches to learning, problem solving, 
and, especially, engagement with contested 
ethical issues and “big questions.” Certainly, 
there is a direct line from EfS to the Essential 
Learning Outcomes identified by the Associa-
tion of American Colleges and Universities: 
knowledge of human cultures and of the 
physical and natural world, skills ranging from 
critical thinking to problem solving, and the 
development of personal and social responsi-
bility (AAC&U 2007).

Challenges
Collectively, these strengths produce a power-
ful rationale for a strong sustainability dimen-
sion in liberal arts curricula. Some institutions, 
ranging in size and type from Green Mountain, 
Northland, and Unity Colleges to Arizona 
State University, have actively embraced EfS 
as a defining curricular dimension. Yet over-
all, introduction of sustainability into the 
liberal arts curriculum has been incremental 
at best. Why has progress not been faster?

In part, the barriers to change are the same 
as for educational reform in general. “Usual 
suspects” include disciplinary silos, promo-
tion and tenure practices that work against 
experimentation and innovation, governance 
procedures that can make curricular renewal 
difficult, and faculty workload. There are, how-
ever, obstacles particular to EfS, issues that stem 
from the very strengths identified earlier. 
Most immediately, the breadth of the concept 
of sustainability that allows it to reach across 
the entire curriculum raises the problem of 
definition. EfS is typically envisioned as study 
of the environment. The ACUPCC’s focus on 
climate neutrality targets has had the unin-
tended consequence of reinforcing this view. 
In fact, the origins of the term “sustainability” 
are usually associated with the 1987 report 
of the World Commission on Environment 
and Development (the so-called Brundtland 
Report), which had a much wider scope. It 
defined sustainable development as that which 
“meets the needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs” (43). Contemporary 
definitions customarily denote not one but 
three “legs”: environment, economic develop-
ment, and social justice. And following this 

line, issues that might to some seem tangential 
to environmental education, such as poverty, 
gender inequality, or human rights, come to 
the fore. This approach is comprehensive and 
integrative, but it also opens the door to issues 
not obviously related to the natural world. 
These, in turn, generate ambiguity and the 
question of what might not be included. 
Does sustainability include everything?

Dickinson’s Academic Program and Stan-
dards Committee ran into this concern head-on 
when members insisted that as an educational 
institution we must include “culture” as a fourth 
leg in defining sustainability. This promptly 
mired the committee in a temporarily paralyz-
ing effort to define precise boundaries for the 
concept. We have moved forward with a 
“working definition” of sustainability as “the 
capacity to improve the human condition in 
this and future generations without degrading 
the natural world.” That wording anchors 
such study securely in the environment but 
retains considerable “creative ambiguity.”

The importance of social justice to most 
definitions of sustainability signals a second 
concern. As the debate over climate change 
readily demonstrates, EfS poorly done can be 
open to the charge of partisanship. That we 
all face a fundamental challenge in regard 
to sustainability, as the scientific community 
continues to demonstrate, is beyond debate. 
The contours, magnitude, and appropriate 
responses to that challenge are not. Our insti-
tutions can readily endorse such elements of a 
sustainable future as the education of women, 
access to health care, or the reduction of our 
carbon footprint, but questions such as the 
role of free trade in economic development or 
of contemporary capitalism or of growth itself 
need to remain open. In short, EfS makes 
institutions of higher education accountable 
for defining boundaries between advocacy 
and partisanship, and calls upon us to help 
our students find their way to social action 
informed by learning and reflection.

A commitment to EfS also carries with it 
the task of assessment. Of course, account-
ability for learning outcomes is not unique 
to sustainability. Yet the very breadth of the 
concept, including its emphasis on funda-
mental values and on application beyond 
the classroom, makes evaluation particularly 
challenging. AASHE has observed that assess-
ment “mechanisms have been underutilized 
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in furthering sustainability education initia-
tives” (2010, 6). In a deeper sense, appropriate 
mechanisms have not been fully developed. 

Some dimensions of EfS are readily mea-
surable. Institutions can, for example, define 
courses that have sustainability content and 
track student enrollments. A first try at my 
college, for example, yielded 94 courses with 
1,430 different students (60 percent of our 
total) enrolled in 2011–12. Yet a great deal 
needs to be done to make qualifying criteria 
tighter and, more importantly, to translate 

such totals into what students actually 
learned. Gauging mastery of specific content 
and individual skills (e.g., can students mea-
sure their carbon footprint?) is relatively 
manageable as well. But in its most important 
dimensions, sustainability moves far beyond 
these specifics. “Sustainability is a complex 
concept,” the authors of one report write, 
“perhaps even an entire way of thinking” (EfS 
Blueprint Network 2011, 4). Indeed, EfS 
advocates would argue, it is an entire way of 
living. For example, Dickinson’s current draft 

Emory University
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“disposition” to action. One 
might imagine an alumni 
version of the Presidents’ 
Climate Commitment, with 
quantifiable indices connected 
to lifestyle and carbon foot-
print that are measurable over 
time. But frequently cited and critically 
important outcomes such as an ability to 
understand the consequences of one’s actions, 
appreciation of the natural world, and com-
mitment to social justice are of a different 
evaluative order.

The need for broader, systemic application
What, then, follows from juxtaposing sustain-
ability’s potential for invigorating if not fully 
transforming the liberal arts with the obstacles 
to achieving that promise? An analogy from 
the environmental movement itself may be 
apt. “Green” practices, from recycling to en-
ergy conservation, are everywhere. While 
welcoming these individual measures, ac-
tivists also argue that they are inadequate, 
that the challenge of sustainability requires 
broader, systemic change. Similarly, EfS—
with its ability to speak across the curriculum 
and to infuse courses from first-year seminars 
to capstones—is appearing with ever greater 
frequency. But broader systematic application 
is needed to take full advantage of sustain-
ability’s capacity to make liberal education 
more deeply integrative and purposeful. 
How to proceed?

Much will be accomplished at the grass-
roots level by individual faculty and students 
acting to insert sustainability into the curric-
ulum where they see opportunity. There is, 
however, no substitute for broader institu-
tional affirmation of purpose, in essence a 
more academically focused equivalent of the 
Presidents’ Climate Commitment. There are 
many opportunities to communicate this 
message, from mission statements and strate-
gic plans to working documents such as 
admissions materials. We need to do so con-
sistently, wherever it makes sense. At Dickin-
son, to cite an example initially unconnected 
to sustainability, a decision to translate diplo-
mas from Latin to English provided an unex-
pected chance to complement the traditional 
language of “rights and privileges” bestowed 
on graduates with the affirmation of their 

“responsibilities.” These are 
now defined as “the obliga-
tion to use one’s talents and 
attainments for the better-
ment of humankind, our 
alma mater, and our plane-
tary home.”

The degree of commitment 
to sustainability education and how it is real-
ized will vary by institution. For a few, EfS 
will become the organizing principle for gen-
eral education or indeed the entire liberal 
arts curriculum. Most will likely view it as a 
dimension of greater or lesser significance in 
what they do. EfS may infuse first-year semi-
nars, majors, minors, electives, and/or other 
curricular options. In all cases, faculty will be 
key to success. For reasons already noted, their 
embrace of EfS is hardly assured. Beyond 
institutional obstacles such as heavy workload 
and inflexible systems of evaluation and 
reward, faculty are understandably passion-
ately committed to teaching and scholarship 
that may not obviously fall within the wide 
reach of sustainability. Even in the very many 

The degree of 
commitment to 
sustainability 
education and 

how it is realized 
will vary 

by institution

Dickinson College
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see the connections.
Academic leaders will need to be creative, 

persistent, and willing to devote considerable 
resources to harness the underlying poten-
tial of sustainability education. One strategy, 
which has been employed successfully at my 
institution, is to focus on “early adopters,” 
either those whose fields directly address sus-
tainability or others drawn to the subject by 
its importance. Given access to EfS expertise, 
stipends, and even reassigned time, they can 
carry out course and curricular development 
projects that inspire others to join in. In sum, 
material supports, the model of involved col-
leagues, and a strategic commitment by the 
college or university—all reinforced by grow-
ing concern for sustainability in society at 
large—can combine to move faculty and, 
through them, the academic program forward.

Finally, the potential of EfS will best be real-
ized through its integration into broader efforts 
at pedagogical reform. In its ability to bridge 
theory and practice particularly, a sustainabil-
ity focus facilitates best practices in experien-
tial learning. Such activities as service learning, 
student-faculty research, and community-based 
projects are by their nature labor- and, there-
fore, financial resource–intensive. Infusing these 
practices with issues of sustainability can draw 
faculty and student interest and deepen learn-
ing. In so doing, EfS can provide important 
impetus to new pedagogies, helping (to use the 
term in a different context) sustain them in an 
era of limited institutional resources.

Sustainability advocates have long argued 
for the ethical imperative of higher education 
in regard to EfS. Authors of the 1995 Essex 
Report, for example, explicitly tied academic 
freedom and tax-free status to “a profound 
moral responsibility to increase the aware-
ness, knowledge, skills and values needed to 
create a just and sustainable future” (Second 
Nature 1995, 3). When viewed particularly 
through the lens of the liberal arts, there is a 
profound educational imperative as well. Sus-
tainability has the potential to vitalize and 
validate liberal learning in ways that both 
deepen our practice as teachers and engage us 
meaningfully with the wider world.  n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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CurriCular iNNovatioN is at the center of 
the challenges many colleges and universities 
face as they seek to help students address more 
successfully than previous generations the 
complex, multi-faceted, systemic challenges of 
global climate change, population growth, loss 

of biodiversity, envi-
ronmental justice, 

toxic wastes, and food insecurity. The key to 
meeting these challenges is to inspire faculty 
creativity, whether the goal is to broaden an 
environmental approach with the “triple 
bottom line” of sustainability (economic and 
social, as well as environmental dimensions), 
to create sustainability minors or majors, or to 
integrate sustainability issues across the curric-
ulum. The Piedmont/Ponderosa model is a 
successful approach to curricular change that 
has inspired faculty at dozens of colleges and 
universities around the country. 

The Piedmont/Ponderosa model
The Ponderosa Project began in 1995 at 
Northern Arizona University (NAU), led by 
Geoffrey Chase, Paul Rowland, and several of 
their colleagues. Building on the week-long 
Tufts Environmental Literacy Institute, Chase 
and Rowland developed a two-day summer 
workshop, followed by independent time for 
syllabus work. Over five years, the Ponderosa 
Project helped nearly 100 faculty revise over 
120 courses, and the university went on to 

gain national visibility for its environmental 
education. With help from NAU leaders, the 
Piedmont Project began at Emory University 
in 2001. It is now the country’s longest-running 
curricular development program in sustainabil-
ity. Over 180 participants have developed or 
revised over 200 courses with sustainability-
related content. The Piedmont Project net-
works provided important groundwork for the 
university’s subsequent adoption of rigorous 
sustainability commitments and goals.

Each summer, the Piedmont Project offers a 
curricular development program for twenty 
faculty from all parts of the university. In 
response to an email call in January, appli-
cants briefly describe a new course or a revised 
course module that they would like to develop. 
Applicants chosen to participate in the proj-
ect commit to attending the workshop, devel-
oping their syllabi over the summer, and taking 
part in an August fieldtrip that includes lunch-
time sharing based on the summer’s intellec-
tual journey. To encourage further reflection 
and cross-fertilization, the project hosts a 
follow-up dinner for participants in March. 
A rotating group of two or three faculty leaders 
facilitates each program.

The Piedmont workshop, like the Ponderosa 
workshop that preceded it, has a lively rhythm 
of short presentations by facilitators and 
resource people, small group discussions to 
reflect on possible course connections, out-
door activities that also introduce new mate-
rials and new pedagogical approaches, large 
group discussions, and structured exercises. A 
website of readings and links offers opportunities 
before the workshop for faculty to learn more 
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Workshops based  
on the Piedmont/
Ponderosa model  
provide time 
for intellectual 
engagement and 
reflection, and 
they contribute to  
curricular innovation
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Caption hereEmory University



16   LiberaL education  FaLL 2012

F
E

A
T

U
R

E
D

 
T

O
P

I
C about definitions and issues 

related to sustainability. Each 
participant receives $1,000 
when his or her revised syllabus 
is submitted at the end of the 
summer, and all the syllabi are posted on the 
project website. A parallel one-day workshop 
is offered for ten to fifteen graduate students.

Because of the success of both the Ponderosa 
and Piedmont Projects, and in response to 
multiple requests from other schools to help 
create similar faculty development programs, 
we began in 2005 to offer twice-yearly work-
shops to help campus leaders from around the 
United States (and, eventually, in nine for-
eign countries) use the Piedmont/Ponderosa 
model. Sponsored by the Association for the 
Advancement of Sustainability in Higher 
Education (AASHE), these workshops enroll 
thirty to forty-five participants, and to date over 
400 individuals from more than 275 institu-
tions have attended. The range of institutions 
represented in these workshops is extensive, 
and their individual missions and needs are 
varied. Nonetheless, similar programs have 
been implemented successfully at institutions 
of all types—large and small, public and pri-
vate, technical and liberal arts, two-year and 
four-year. As more schools adopt sustainability 
commitments, such as the American College 
and University Presidents’ Climate Commit-
ment, academic leaders recognize the need to 
support faculty as they integrate environmen-
tal and sustainability issues into the curricu-
lum. Unless they are to rely entirely on 
self-education, some form of curricular devel-
opment program is necessary to accelerate 
faculty commitment to renewal and change.

Principles of the  
Piedmont/Ponderosa model
The seven principles described below animate 
the Piedmont/Ponderosa approach, and their 
application has proven useful in diverse contexts 
around the country.

1. Foster creativity. The challenge for 
sustainability education is to stimulate the 
desire for change within the broadest possible 
group of faculty, because top-down administra-
tive mandates often generate faculty resistance. 
Building intellectual excitement for sustain-
ability education begins with mixing faculty 
from diverse fields in a context that downplays 
rank, power, and prestige. Faculty at all career 

stages are welcome, and we 
encourage a range of curricular 
projects—those centrally and 
obviously connected to sustain-
ability (such as an environ-

mental ethics course in philosophy, say, or a 
science lab on “green” chemistry) as well as 
those further afield (a math course that redesigns 
ecological footprint calculators, for example, or 
a nutritional anthropology course that addresses 
urban food deserts and the impact of HIV). 

Workshop presentations make it clear that 
not only scientific or technological contribu-
tions are valued; no one area of the curriculum 
“owns” sustainability. As a result, creative 
thinking about different topics or course strat-
egies emerges. To teach finance principles in a 
business class at Auburn University, for exam-
ple, the instructor added case examples from 
sustainability-oriented businesses. New materi-
als can also take the form of new units within 
an existing course, such as a section on recent 
trends in environmental rights and rights to 
livelihood in a political science course on 
human rights. Chinese language courses at 
Emory use web-based written and verbal units 
on wildlife protection and sustainability chal-
lenges, and different kinds of writing exercises, 
from poetry to letter writing, explore the rela-
tionship between nature and human society. 

2. Emphasize faculty expertise. Unlike 
workshops that seek to transmit best practices 
or introduce new materials, the Piedmont/
Ponderosa workshops are based on the rec-
ognition that the experts in the room are the 
faculty themselves. Although three to five 
outside resource people are brought in for 
half-hour talks to provide new perspectives, 
the emphasis is on open-ended dialogue with 
peers, small group discussions, and emerging 
new connections. Faculty have many years of 
training, intellectual commitment to teaching, 
and expertise in their fields, and their experi-
ence allows them to discover what will work 
best for them. 

3. Build faculty community. Workshop 
assignments or small-group tasks also help 
build new networks and spark new connections. 
One participant commented, “The intensive 
contact with other faculty I had never met or 
knew only vaguely was really powerful and 
lasting. In fact, knowing that I now know 
more colleagues on campus is one of the best 
results of the Piedmont Project.” The peer 

No one area 
of the curriculum 

“owns” 
sustainability
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lasting relationships across the disciplines, 
which provide opportunities to learn from 
others beyond the boundaries of the workshop. 
The experiences also reaffirm that we are all, to 
some extent, beginners in the process of figuring 
out how to live more sustainably. 

4. Encourage an interdisciplinary approach. 
Because sustainability cannot be adequately 
addressed from within a single area of study, 
the workshops embrace the need for multiple 
perspectives and collaborative thinking—
the very skills our students will need. In this 
sense, faculty are positioned as both experts and 
learners. Rather than assuming the instruc-
tor is the expert and the sole holder of knowl-
edge, truly interdisciplinary perspectives and 
interaction across disciplines encourage faculty 
to embrace the usefulness of bringing together 
multiple forms and sources of knowledge. 
An example of the resulting curricular inno-
vations is an agricultural economics course 
at the University of Idaho that examines 
ethical questions related to agriculture and 
natural resource use in the context of differ-
ent legal frameworks.

While sustainability challenges demand 
broad linkage among issues and can lead to 
creative approaches, they can also create some 
discomfort for faculty who want to have all 
the answers before they go into the classroom. 
Education for sustainability often requires that 
faculty extend their interests into new areas, 
which can be both rewarding and somewhat 
disconcerting. A willingness to step outside the 
“expert” role, into a stance of co-learner with 
students, is a disposition that must be nurtured 
and rewarded. Said one faculty member, “One 
of the best benefits I’ve seen in Piedmont 
Project is that it provides a forum for people 
to talk and learn without needing to be ‘the 
expert.’ It’s a place to actually be safely curi-
ous.” Paradoxically, when teachers give up a 
slice of the expert role, it can support leaps of 
learning—for both students and faculty. 

5. Welcome diverse pedagogical approaches. 
As a result of the workshops, faculty revise 
their courses in dramatically different ways. 
Some change content significantly and begin 
using texts that require students to approach 
nearly everything in a given course from the 
perspective of sustainability, while others simply 
incorporate additional reading assignments. 
Although changing a few readings in a course 

may seem likely to have only a minor impact 
on learning, experience shows that a few 
well-chosen readings can galvanize student 
interest—and lead faculty to add even more 
readings. Often, faculty who begin by assuming 
that sustainability issues can be inserted into an 
existing course ultimately decide to shift the 
paradigm that orients the course. For instance, 
in revising the comprehensive nursing cur-
riculum at Emory University, Piedmont Project 
alums have integrated an “eco-centric” paradigm, 
which takes into account the entire environ-
ment of health, in place of a curative-medicine, 
patient-focused, “ego-centric” paradigm. 

Experiential learning is a powerful compo-
nent of sustainability education. Part of what 
makes experiential learning an enhancement 
for a workshop is that it produces a shift from 
an exclusively mental focus to a focus on body San Diego State University
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A restorative walk in a nearby 
garden or woods as part of the 
workshop experience, for exam-
ple, can help faculty rediscover 
the uses of outdoor experiences 
and empower them to carry out 
their own fieldtrips. Moreover, 
spending time in natural set-
tings can open our eyes to the living systems 
around us and to the effects humans have on 
them. As one faculty member explained, 
“Seeing others’ reactions of wonder affirmed 
for me that exposure to the natural environ-
ment and means to protect it does inspire 
others, even well-established scholars, in a 
way that few other experiences can match.” 
Many faculty have responded to experiential 
learning in the workshop setting by incorpo-
rating such experiences into their courses. Some 
have even come to regard the development 
of lifelong habits of personal restoration as an 
important goal for their students. 

6. Make connections. As faculty make 
connections among themselves and across 
disciplines, new opportunities emerge for 

team-teaching and guest 
lectures. Connections are 
also made between teaching 
and research, operations, and 
outreach. Hands-on experi-
ence and engagement with 
outside resource people can 
help students understand 
sustainability from new per-

spectives. One Emory course, for example, intro-
duced students to a local Watershed Alliance 
leader who embodied the scientific knowledge, 
political savvy, personal persistence, and effec-
tiveness in leadership that the students had read 
about in class. Students in the class reported 
that engagement in a creek cleanup had opened 
their eyes to the local landscape and to the 
recreational side of community service. 

It is also important to give faculty a concrete 
introduction to the social issues connected to 
sustainability, a component that is often not 
well understood. At Northern Arizona Uni-
versity, a geologist discussed predictions that a 
plan to relieve congestion and expand visitor 
facilities at the Grand Canyon National Park 
would cause a downstream waterfall to dry up. 
The waterfall, he explained, is regarded as 
sacred by local Native Americans who practice 
important religious rituals there. This example 
illustrated the often complex trade-offs of 
sustainability and led to an open discussion of 
the dilemmas associated with the plan. Many 
undergraduate courses use geographic informa-
tion system mapping to explore toxic waste sites 
and landfills, thereby adding environmental 
justice dimensions to course content.

Local and international connections also 
inform faculty teaching. At the College of the 
Menominee Nation in Wisconsin, for exam-
ple, nearly half of all students take an intro-
ductory course on sustainable development. 
The students, whose own tribal commitments 
include protecting the land, are troubled by 
accounts of the Ogoni people in Nigeria who 
struggle with environmental impacts of oil 
extraction, poverty, and human rights viola-
tions. They come to recognize a connection 
between their personal tank of gas and the suf-
fering of groups in other parts of the world.

7. Focus on learning outcomes. An 
important part of the workshop’s second day 
is an exercise in which groups of faculty seek 
common ground in response to the following 
question: what should a student be able to do 

What should 
a student be able 

to do with regard to 
sustainability as 

a result of his or her 
academic work at 
this institution? 

The College of Wooster
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or her academic work at this institution? The 
attention to learning outcomes helps shift the 
focus from an individual teacher’s course to the 
curriculum as a whole. By placing what students 
can do—not what teachers know—at the center 
of the educational experience, while also con-
sidering sustainability as a complex paradigm 
that connects to the entire curriculum, we 
encourage faculty to step outside the boundaries 
of their own work and to consider the broader 
purposes of higher education. Typically, work-
shop participants reach consensus on the view 
that students, regardless of major or career 
goals, should have the skills and abilities to 
take leadership roles in bringing about a more 
sustainable future. The ensuing discussions 
reflect an almost palpable sense of relief at 
being able to talk about the larger purposes 
of higher education. 

Long-term impact 
The long-term impact of faculty development 
programs is rarely measured, but the Piedmont/ 
Ponderosa model has benefited from several 
longitudinal studies based on interviews and 
surveys (Barlett 2005, 2008; Barlett and Rap-
paport 2009). The 2009 survey, conducted five 
to sixteen years after sustainability-related 
course development at Tufts and Emory Uni-
versities, found that between two and four 
teaching innovations (new readings, labora-
tories, assignments, research projects, units or 
modules, or new course paradigms around 
sustainability) continued to be adopted by 47 
percent of faculty at Emory and 61 percent at 
Tufts. According to one respondent, the work-
shop experience “gave me the confidence to 
create a student project that tasks the students 
with identifying and then taking concrete 
action to address some environmental problem.” 

Roughly half of the faculty in both survey 
groups reported changing their courses in 
order to enable students to go outdoors for 
research, reflection, observation, or fieldtrips. 
Many faculty begin with a commitment to 
change only one course, but find themselves 
drawn to change other courses as well. The 
impact on research is also important. Overall, 
62 percent of the Emory participants surveyed 
and 76 percent of the Tufts participants said 
their research interests had been affected 
by growing awareness of environmental and 
sustainability issues.

Adaptation and spread of the model
Many colleges and universities have adapted 
the Piedmont/Ponderosa model to fit their 
own unique circumstances. At the University 
of Southern Maine, for example, the Maine 
Watersheds Project is in its eighth year, and 
nearly one-quarter of the faculty have integrated 
sustainability into their courses, reaching 
over five thousand students per year. Faculty 
receive a $500 stipend as well as home inspec-
tions to help reduce energy bills, and they are 
also eligible for financial support for home 
insulation. Faculty from nearby colleges are 
welcomed into the project, and it has bene-
fited from grant support from a Swedish climate 
change foundation, whose policy experts visit 
to support the two faculty project chairs. Good 
connections with statewide journalists have 
fostered regular media coverage of efforts to 
“green” the curriculum.

At Auburn University in Alabama, the 
Fall Line Project is in its fifth year, and sixty-
six faculty have now found ways to bring 
sustainability issues into their courses. For 
example, a freshman composition course asks 
students to explore the relationship between 
human ambition and environmental aware-
ness, drawing upon the film An Inconvenient 
Truth and perspectives from Thomas Jefferson, 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, 
and Edward Abbey. In the art department, a 
sculpture professor asks students to “create a 
sculpture that addresses the theme and/or 
practice of sustainability,” building on essays 
from a 2005 exhibition at the University of 
Chicago called “Beyond Green.” The course 
syllabus presents three different precedents 
for sustainable art: (1) art that engages with 
the land or landscape by altering the landscape, 
placing forms in the landscape, working with 
processes found in nature, or reclaiming sites; 
(2) art that incorporates sustainable practices 
such as recycling; and (3) art that responds to 
social issues through the production of objects 
or discourse.

A long-running project at St. Olaf College 
in Minnesota has partnered with other schools 
and organizations, sometimes with neighbor-
ing Carleton College and also with Luther 
College and the Associated Colleges of the 
Midwest conference of schools. In 2012, when 
it was held in conjunction with the conference 
of the Upper Midwest Association for Campus 
Sustainability, the faculty development program 
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of the sustainability movement 
nationally. Leaders from St. Olaf 
and Luther have also led multi-
campus workshops for faculty at 
the University of Wisconsin–River Falls. 
As at many schools, St. Olaf’s efforts have 
extended to education within the residence 
halls. Beginning in the fall of 2012, a new 
program called “SustainAbilities” supports 
student sustainability representatives in each 
dorm; sponsors monthly games, talks, and 
activities; and encourages individual and 
institutional action for sustainable living on 
campus—and after graduation.

At Santa Clara University, the Penstemon 
Project emerged after twenty years of quiet work 
by a few individuals. With a renewed university-
wide commitment to sustainability, the project 
began to offer annual faculty workshops. The 
twenty participants in the first year added 
sustainability components to forty-seven courses. 
The Penstemon Project then experimented 
with three one-day workshops, with the goal 
of reaching fifteen faculty apiece. The initial 
offer of a stipend of $500 per day proved to be 
an inadequate incentive, so project organizers 
instead offered free iPads to all attendees for a 
“paper-free” workshop. Ironically, the iPads 
cost only $499 each, but they generated more 
interest than the cash stipends had. A letter 
from the president invited all faculty to par-
ticipate, and sixty-seven applied. This group 
included a much higher percentage of senior 
faculty, including several department chairs 
and the president of the faculty senate, and 
greater participation from the professional 
colleges (business, engineering, and law). 
An outgrowth of the Penstemon Project is 
the Sustainable Living Undergraduate Research 
Project (SLURP) in which faculty supervise 
students in directed research related to some 
aspect of sustainability on campus. SLURP 
students live together on the same floor of a 
residence hall, which helps align academic 
life and residence life. 

At the University of Florida, the Prairie Project 
expanded almost immediately to a parallel 
program for graduate students, but budget cuts 
in 2012 shifted attention away from workshops 
and toward grants for course-related projects. 
In Idaho, the Palouse Project also shifted 
from the workshop format to offer “Greening 
the Curriculum” grants. By the spring of 

2011, over fifty courses involving 
more than forty faculty on four 
Idaho campuses had received 
$57,000 to support curricular 
development for sustainability.

Institutional structures of support also can 
emerge from these faculty development efforts—
such as the Center for Sustainability Education 
at Dickinson College, which emerged from the 
college’s Valley and Ridge Project. Many schools 
have developed minors in sustainability that 
provide students with a credential on their 
transcripts. Majors and advanced degrees are 
also emerging at a few pioneer schools, such as 
Arizona State University. Especially significant 
for liberal education is the integration of 
sustainability into general education, but equally 
important is the degree to which sustainabil-
ity supports liberal learning more broadly. At 
the University of Wisconsin–Oshkosh, the 
Winnebago Project, an adaptation of the 
Piedmont/Ponderosa model, continued for four 
years (from 2008 to 2011) before morphing in 
response to a general education overhaul. 
Sustainability is now one of three signature 
questions that anchor a required fifteen-credit 
sequence of courses. The approach taken by 
the Winnebago Project now also guides the 
workshops that coach faculty from across the 
university to create new courses for the general 
education program.

Conclusion 
Workshops based on the Piedmont/Ponderosa 
model offer colleges and universities important 
opportunities to provide time for intellectual 
engagement and reflection, and they contribute 
to curricular innovation. Through such 
workshops, faculty can reconsider their own 
teaching and scholarship, their roles in rela-
tion to colleagues from other disciplines, and 
their connections to a larger sense of common 
purpose. Across the country, at schools large 
and small, faculty report that this work is 
deeply meaningful to them. 

One of the lessons we have learned from 
these projects as they have been implemented 
successfully on multiple campuses is the degree 
to which liberal learning is as important for 
faculty as it is for students. Sustainability presents 
unprecedented challenges—challenges that 
cannot be met from only one perspective or 
solved by one set of technological innovations. 
Instead, sustainability requires an integrative 

Liberal learning is 
as important 

for faculty as it is 
for students
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powerful reminders that the very same lessons 
that inform our teaching need to inform work-
shops for faculty development. Engaging 
problems, working with others from diverse 
backgrounds, making connections, and cre-
ative thinking are as critical to providing the 
space for faculty to develop their own approaches 
to sustainability education as they are to pre-
paring students for the twenty-first century. n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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PKAL INITIATIVE
Sustainability Improves Student Learning in STEM (SISL in STEM)

This initiative leverages the professional voices of STEM disciplinary societies to contextualize 
STEM teaching and learning in terms of twenty-first-century sustainability challenges.  

Along with Mobilizing STEM Education for a Sustainable Future and the Disciplinary  
Associations Network for Sustainability, Project Kaleidoscope (PKAL) is enabling and 

supporting the partner societies in using sustainability to underpin their programs, 
policies, and member activities. The ultimate aim of this initiative is to build a  

community of professional societies that are working together to better prepare 
students for real-world, twenty-first-century “Big Questions” that relate to challenges such  

as energy, air and water quality, and climate change. Our urgent sustainability challenges offer 
an interdisciplinary lens through which to engage students in learning while helping them  

develop the skills they need to contribute to a better society. With funding from the Department of 
Education’s Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education, the initiative will host a convocation  

at the National Academies in 2013 to widen the circle of involved societies beyond STEM and to  
plan for sustaining this work in the long term. Following are the initial disciplinary society partners:

• American Association of Physics Teachers
• American Chemical Society
• American Institute of Biological Sciences 
• American Psychological Association
• American Society for Engineering Education
• Association for Career and Technical Education
• Mathematical Association of America
• National Association of Biology Teachers 
• National Association of Geoscience Teachers
• National Numeracy Network
• Special Interest Group on Computer Science Education 

For additional information about the SISL in STEM initiative, please visit www.aacu.org/pkal/sisl.



Colleges aCross the CouNtry are hosting 
on-campus renewable energy projects. The 
general assumption is that trade schools, com-
munity colleges, or technology-oriented uni-
versities with large engineering departments 
make the most appropriate sites for training 
future leaders in renewable energy innovation. 
While it makes sense to take advantage of 
existing strengths when developing new initia-

tives, we argue that 
nearly all schools 

offer interesting avenues for energy education 
and that renewable energy projects provide 
important opportunities for advancing liberal 
education. To demonstrate frequently over-
looked synergies, we explore how liberal arts 
colleges, a subset of higher education institu-
tions rarely assumed to be leaders in the field 
of energy technology, deliver unique prospects 
for researching, developing, and expanding the 
use of renewable energy and for promoting edu-
cational initiatives associated with on-campus 
and community projects.1 We highlight place-
based examples from Swarthmore, Middlebury, 
Pomona, Amherst, and Williams Colleges.2 

Physical plants, academic and administrative 
buildings, housing, food services, groundskeep-
ing, information technologies, athletic 
facilities, and other operations on college 
campuses utilize significant energy that is 
mostly generated from nonrenewable fossil 
fuels. As institutions that train leaders and 

decision makers, colleges play a fundamental 
role in educating for a healthier and more 
sustainable future and are often called upon 
to provide ethical leadership and demonstrate 
civic responsibility. In 2007, Middlebury 
College’s board of trustees approved a plan to 
become a carbon-neutral institution by 2016, 
and members of this academic community 
hope their efforts to lower greenhouse gas 
emissions will inspire others to make similar 
changes. This commitment is especially impor-
tant in the context of renewable energy because 
while there is a valid ongoing need for experi-
mentation to improve efficiency and lower 
the cost of alternative technologies, one of 
the biggest constraints is resistance to change 
whereby institutions hesitate to be policy 
leaders. However, colleges advocating liberal 
education often pride themselves on being 
current, flexible, and innovative and by doing 
so are able to attract and retain excellent 
students, faculty, and staff. Furthermore, schools 
that seek to significantly reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions realize that, while conservation 
is essential, they also must move away from 
the use of fossil fuels.

Renewable energy projects  
at liberal arts colleges
Opportunities for transformative education 
related to renewable energy projects are cross-
disciplinary and encourage both critical analysis 
and experiential learning. Evidence suggests 
that experience with renewable energy proj-
ects can frequently help open doors for em-
ployment after graduation. Some liberal arts 
advocates bemoan initiatives that could be 
interpreted as “tooling” students or providing 
job training; however, core liberal education 
values and practices can be found within 
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Nearly all schools 
offer interesting 
avenues for 
energy education, 
and renewable  
energy projects 
provide important 
opportunities  
for advancing  
liberal education

M A RY  F I N L E Y-B RO O K,  M E GA N  Z A N E L L A-LI T K E , 
K Y L E  R AGA N,  A N D  B R E A NA  C O L E M A N

Energizing 
Liberal Education

MARY FINLEY-BROOK is associate professor of 
geography and environmental studies, MEGAN 

ZANELLA-LITKE is sustainability coordinator, and 
KYLE RAGAN is a student intern with the Office of 
Sustainability, all at the University of Richmond. 
BREANA COLEMAN is a student intern with the 
Richmond Renewable Energy Education Program.
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energy programs. Planning, 
implementing, and assessing 
energy projects makes avail-
able numerous prospects for 
students and faculty to ex-
plore issues in ethics and 
leadership, aesthetics and design, social psy-
chology, media and communication studies, 
public relations, business and finance, human 
behavior and ecology, physics, technology, 
planning, and mathematics, among other areas. 
Renewable energy projects provide hands-on 
education involving real-life applications, 
while encouraging students to play a part in 
making their campus more sustainable and 
addressing climate change. Environmental 
education, advocacy, and action arguments 
resonate with dedicated faculty and staff who 
oversee the implementation of on-campus 
renewable energy initiatives. As the examples 
described below illustrate, liberal arts colleges 
that are experimenting with renewable energy 
have demonstrated remarkable success.

Swarthmore College. Like many schools 
initiating a transition away from fossil fuels, 
Swarthmore College decided to purchase 
Renewable Energy Credits (RECs), in this 
case from Direct Energy Renewable Choice. 
Today, 100 percent of the electricity the col-
lege purchases comes from wind power, and 
40 percent of its total energy use comes from 
wind-powered sources. This amount has risen 
steadily from REC purchases targeting wind 
power starting in the late 1990s that initially 
made up 2 percent of total campus energy use. 
The student environmental organization 
Earthlust has been instrumental in pressuring 
the college to increase its commitment to wind 
energy. Swarthmore students are part of a 
vibrant, national student movement promot-
ing clean energy, and with their efforts they 
“hope to inspire other universities and state, 
local, and national governments by demon-
strating that solutions to global warming are 
within reach” (Swarthmore College 2012). 

The college’s RECs, along with the Borough 
of Swarthmore’s own RECs, are why Swarth-
more has become one of the Environmental 
Protection Agency’s Green Power Communi-
ties (GPCs). The town of Swarthmore ranked 
second in the nation as of March of 2011 in 
terms of the percentage of total green power 
electric use. Swarthmore was the first GPC 

located east of the Missis-
sippi River; most GPCs are 
found in California, Colorado, 
Utah, and Washington. After 
a positive experience with 
renewable energy education 
linked to RECs, Swarthmore 

College is now preparing to host its own on-
site renewables. Students in an engineering 
class conducted a study on the feasibility of 
installing solar panels on the performing arts 
center building. The students modeled the 
energy use, researched systems, and calculated 
paybacks. Student researchers have also worked 
with the sustainability office to assess geo-
thermal and cogeneration options. 

Middlebury College. Alongside teams from 
large research-oriented universities applauded 
for advancements in science and technology, 
Middlebury College competes annually in the 
US Department of Energy’s Solar Decathlon. 
During the 2011 competition, the Middle-
bury team designed an energy-efficient and 
solar-powered farmhouse that drew from New 
England tradition, while also incorporating 
modern designs for collaborative living spaces. 
Solar technology is just one area where the 
college has gained national recognition. Build-
ing from an environmental studies class pro-
posal, a ten-kilowatt wind turbine installed on 
campus in 2005 provides energy to a nearby 
recycling facility. 

In 2009, Middlebury College started gener-
ating heat from a biomass gasification plant 
that replaces one million gallons of fuel oil 
annually with locally sourced, sustainable 
woodchips and reduces the college’s greenhouse 
emissions by 12,500 metric tons. Although 
the investment in the gasification project 
totaled $12 million, officials expect a payback 
period of a dozen years at the same time that 
the college injects $800,000 into the local 
economy annually through the purchase of 
woodchips. Meanwhile, faculty and students are 
researching willow trees as a fast-growing wood-
chip source that could provide additional 
income to local farmers as well as exploring how 
to expand the use of alternative fuels for other 
campus operations. For example, Middlebury’s 
Nordic ski team travels to competitions in a 
biodiesel truck powered by waste vegetable oil 
from campus dining halls. Research on alterna-
tive energies is integrated into the college’s aca-
demic curriculum, and students work closely 

Core liberal education 
values and practices 
can be found within 

interdisciplinary 
renewable energy 

programs
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positives and negatives.
Pomona College. Solar hot-

water systems that generate 
nearly 250 kilowatts of electric-
ity from photovoltaic solar arrays 
have been installed on dorms and athletic 
facilities at Pomona College. In addition to 
embracing renewable energy infrastructure 
and solar technology, campus leaders define 
education as an essential component of any 
sustainability initiative (President’s Advisory 
Committee on Sustainability 2011). Pomona 
is a national leader in using the campus as a 
living-learning laboratory and seeks to increase 
the use of campus facilities as topics of academic 
inquiry, both within the curriculum and through 
cocurricular activities that complement class-
work. As an example of this commitment, 
students in a class called “Physics in Society: 
A Critical Analysis of Energy Policies” study 
rooftop solar panels for lab assignments. They 
measure the panels’ power output depending 
on their angle in relation to the sun and with 
varying levels of resistance. To provide user-
friendly information to occupants in Pomona’s 
new North Campus Residence Hall, flat-
screen panels within the building provide 
data on solar production from panels on the 
roof. Solar data and other real-time feedback 
on building energy, water, and gas use is also 
available online, as it is at many schools that 
use building “dashboards” to educate occu-
pants and other members of the campus com-
munity about consumption and to promote 
behavioral change toward conservation.

A highly successful renewable energy ini-
tiative at Pomona with great potential for 
replication at other schools is a “solar rover,” 
a portable one-kilowatt array called SolTrain 
that students helped design and create. In 
2008, the President’s Advisory Committee on 
Sustainability approved funding for the mobile 
solar station, which is used as a renewable 
power source for the school’s organic farm, 
powers campus events and activities, and serves 
as a showcase project for renewable energy. 
In 2011, SolTrain won the Excellence in 
Innovations for Sustainability award from the 
Association of American College Unions 
International. According to Pomona’s associ-
ate dean of students, SolTrain “provided and 
continues to provide real-world education on 
campus. The first group of students involved 

learned about budgeting, 
funding processes, and com-
mittee work. A second group 
served as the construction 
crew and learned valuable 
skills in building, engineering, 

problem solving, and teamwork. Now each 
time SolTrain is used, it has signage and infor-
mation about how it works, how it saves energy 
and resources, which has reinforced the work of 
the President’s Advisory Committee on Sus-
tainability” (Peters 2011). David Tanenbaum, 
a Pomona physics professor involved in the 
creation of SolTrain, notes that students were 

highly enthusiastic about the solar rover. When 
eager-to-learn students asked for technical 
help, he became convinced that it was worth-
while to dedicate his time to the initiative. 
Students are often the driving force behind 
on-campus sustainability initiatives, although 
faculty, staff, and administrators must provide 
needed support.

Amherst College. Solar hot-water systems 
have been mounted at three sites at Amherst 
College, including the physical plant, a student 
dormitory, and the president’s house. Solar 
and wind research is integrated into physics 
courses, along with data from a rooftop 
weather station that monitors conditions 
such as solar intensity, wind speed, tempera-
ture, and humidity. While these renewable 

Students are often 
the driving force 

behind on-campus 
sustainability 

initiatives

Pomona College
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nately for educational purposes, power gener-
ated from solar and wind technologies feeds 
into batteries used to energize a laptop 
computer and classroom projector, providing 
students with a working example of an 
“off-grid” energy system.

Williams College. Two different types of 
solar projects are underway at Williams 
College: photovoltaic arrays have been 
installed at two sites, and solar thermal water 
heaters have been installed on three build-
ings. Real-time readings allow for ongoing 
analysis in campus research projects, including 
internships and class work. Student research 
analyzing the potential for wind, biomass, 
biodiesel, and geothermal projects is featured 
prominently on the college’s website. These 
research projects are the result of course 
projects for a class titled “Renewable Energy 
and the Sustainable Campus” and for intern-
ships offered throughout the year by the Zilkha 
Center for Environmental Initiatives at the 
college. According to Amy Johns, interim 
director of the Zilkha Center, students are 
crucial to the fulfillment of the center’s goals. 
Johns says that for certain students, the prac-
tical application of classroom education ener-
gizes their education and gets them deeply 
involved in campus renewable energy proj-
ects. The Zilkha Center drives many of the 
on-campus renewable energy projects at 
Williams, and works directly with in-house 
facilities personnel and outside consultants 
to conduct feasibility studies. 

In many cases, the studies have demon-
strated that the proposed projects would 
either save money or be cost neutral. The fact 
that the projects make sense from environ-
mental and economic perspectives has made it 
easier to gain the support of school adminis-
trators. Students are involved throughout the 
entire process, gaining research and decision-
making experience. Student researchers have 
been involved in multiple efforts to investi-
gate the potential of wind turbine use on a 
nearby ridge since the 1970s. Additionally, 
the science building hosts a tower with three 
anemometers measuring wind speeds, and 
subsequent investigations concluded that 
on-campus wind potential appears insufficient 
for energy production. While discussions 
continue to evolve on the use of wind in 
nearby locations, there is clearly educational 

value from involving students in real-life 
decision making about alternative energy 
technologies, whether projects are ultimately 
determined to be viable or not.

Benefits
Renewable energy projects, such as those 
described above, capture student attention 
because they resonate with lived experiences 
and foster the deep learning that comes from 
personal engagement. “The best teacher of all, 
sometimes, is the campus as a learning labora-
tory, and how the students live and what 
kinds of gardens we have and the energy we 
use,” says Mitchell Thomashow, former presi-
dent of Unity College. Thomashow suggests 
that for sustainability education to be most 
effective, “it has to be ubiquitous, it has to be 
done by everyone, it has to be part of the 
whole infrastructure. Because it does not 
matter what you teach, if you do not demon-
strate it through the actual practices of the 
institution, it is not going to have nearly as 
much of an impact. So let us make sure that 
the hands-on tangible overhaul of institutional 
infrastructure is crucial to this sustainability-
infused learning. . .” (Rowland et al. 2009, 346).

In addition to providing excellent student 
learning opportunities, renewable energy proj-
ects provide new avenues for interaction with 
local communities, as shown in both the 
Swarthmore and Middlebury examples. Across 
a spectrum of different types of colleges and 
universities, energy initiatives have also proven 
fruitful as a means to involve alumni and 
donors. Finance for alternative-energy research 
and analysis is directed toward highly regarded 
institutions, including Stanford University, 
where alums spearheaded the donation of 
$100 million for an energy institute in 2009. 
In promoting the project, the president of 
Stanford stated that universities “need to 
focus their full talent on the greatest chal-
lenges facing the world today” and argued 
that “energy is certainly one of those issues” 
(Stanford University 2009). By being part of 
this trend, liberal arts colleges and other 
institutions that provide a liberal education 
can demonstrate their relevance while, at the 
same time, developing strong curricula for 
integrated student engagement involving the 
head, heart, and hands.

Alternative-energy initiatives are just one 
element of a broader “green school movement” 
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tionally over the past two 
decades and can be found 
today at all levels of educa-
tion, from preschools to 
postdoctoral programs. There is increasing 
recognition that sustainability education 
bridging the natural and social sciences with 
applied and practical education can lead to 
the development of intellectually, socially, 
and ecologically valuable problem-solving 
skills. Since sustainability challenges are so 
vast, there is an ongoing need for experimen-
tation and innovation. 

The inclusion of credits for innovation is 
one of the most exciting elements of the 
Association for the Advancement of Sustain-
ability in Higher Education’s Sustainability, 
Tracking, Assessment, and Rating System 
(STARS), which requires the presence of 
social, ecological, and economic dimensions 
of sustainability and has so far been used to 
rate a total of 185 schools on dozens of prac-
tices. The innovation category covers new and 
ground-breaking practices that are not covered 
in standard STARS assessments or that exceed 
the highest criterion of current credits. Nearly 
75 percent of schools accredited under STARS 
have pursued at least one innovation credit, 
commonly addressing public engagement, cur-
ricular and cocurricular activities, and energy 
projects. The opportunity to obtain innovation 
credit for curricular and cocurricular activities, 
in addition to listing education credits first in 
the STARS reporting tool, emphasizes the need 
to provide all students with opportunities for 
exposure to sustainability, both in and out of the 
classroom. Evidence of innovation is important 
because it suggests that leading academic insti-
tutions are constantly looking to improve and 
expand sustainability in their daily practices, 
and that students and future leaders are being 
trained to “think outside the box” in order to 
address important challenges.

Initiatives at the colleges cited above dem-
onstrate a few of the ways that infusing sus-
tainability projects into higher education 
encourages moral and civic leadership, inspires 
experiential curricula, and energizes students, 
faculty, staff, alumni, and donors around a 
shared goal. On-campus and community-based 
renewable energy projects create innovative, 
empowering, and transformative experiences 
for students, while also reducing the physical 

and environmental impact of 
energy consumption linked to 
academic institutions. Moral, 
practical, and intellectual inter-
connections such as these rein-

force strengths and opportunities underpinning 
liberal education. n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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NOTES
1. The authors thank David Tanenbaum, Laura Carr, 

Amy Johns, and Clara Fang for communicating 
with them about renewable energy initiatives at 
their schools.

2. While there is disagreement over the use of 
national rankings, the fact that, in 2011, US News 
and World Report listed these five as the top liberal 
arts colleges in the country based on such criteria 
as peer assessment, graduation and retention rates, 
class size, admissions test scores, and alumni giving, 
while Washington Monthly listed the same schools 
among their “top twenty” in 2011 based on social 
mobility, research, and service, nonetheless 
provides evidence of institutional integrity and 
educational quality.

Renewable energy 
projects provide new 

avenues for interaction 
with local communities
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Intended to challenge the 
higher education community to 
think strategically about how 
best to advance the learning 
and success of all students in 
science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics (STEM), 
this series of articles presents a 
broad array of perspectives on 
cutting-edge issues affecting 
contemporary undergraduate 
education in the STEM fields.

What Colleges and Universities 
Need to Do to Advance 
Civic Scientific Literacy and  
Preserve American Democracy
JO N  D.  M I L L E R

there are several fundamental requirements 
for democratic government. First, there must 
be free and fair elections to elect leaders. 
Second, there must be freedom to express a 
wide range of views and positions, including 
criticisms of incumbent leaders. And third, 
the public discourse about elections and pub-
lic policy issues must be conducted in a lan-
guage that is accessible to all the citizens in 
any democratic system. During the first two 
centuries of its history, the United States met 
all three of these requirements and has been 
exemplary in many of its democratic practices. 
We have had periods when presses were 
closed or the freedom of speech restrained, 
but over our history we have done well on 
most indicators of democratic life (Dahl 
1971, 1989).

But we are entering a period in which the 
third of these requirements is increasingly 
problematic. A growing number of public pol-
icy and campaign issues are now presented and 
argued in the language of science at a level 
that is incomprehensible to most American 
citizens. In the 2004 presidential debates, for 
example, George Bush and John Kerry tried 
to explain and defend their positions on stem 
cell research, with President Bush saying that 
adult stem cells could be used effectively for 
most medical purposes and Senator Kerry 
arguing that embryonic stem cells were neces-
sary for many important biomedical purposes. 

Several national surveys—including some of 
my own—demonstrate that only about 20 
percent of American adults could provide the 
most basic definition of a stem cell, and even 
fewer could explain the differences between 
an adult stem cell and an embryonic stem cell. 

The ongoing public discourse over climate 
change illustrates the challenge of trying to 
explain scientific ideas in non-scientific lan-
guage. Proponents and opponents of climate 
change continue to argue about the effect of 
carbon dioxide and other atmospheric gases on 
the retention of heat, and to try to explain the 
issue of burning fossil fuels without having to 
explain the role of carbon in our planetary 
ecology. In a series of national studies of stu-
dents, young adults, and adults of all ages over 
the last twenty-five years, I have found that 
only about 15 percent of American adults can 
explain the idea of a molecule (Miller, 1997, 
1998, 2000, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c). It may be 
disappointing that many Americans arrive at 
their views of climate change through their 
political partisanship, but it should not be 
surprising. When individuals are faced with a 
complex idea about which they have limited 
understanding, they tend to rely on the judg-
ment of other adults that they trust to know 
more about that area. Patients rely on their 
doctors for advice about the treatment of a 
disease, and they appear to rely on political 
leaders to interpret complex climate informa-
tion (Sternberg and Ben-Zeev 2001).

The solution is to increase the level of 
civic scientific literacy in our society. The idea 
of civic scientific literacy was first suggested 
by Benjamin Shen (1975), the distinguished 
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astrophysicist from the University of Penn-
sylvania. Shen suggested that there are three 
kinds of scientific literacy—consumer, cul-
tural, and civic. Consumer scientific literacy 
is applied and product oriented and increas-
ingly necessary to shop in a drug store, a 
hardware store, or a computer shop. Cultural 
scientific literacy refers to a more epistemo-
logical understanding of science as a way of 
knowing in comparison with other ways of 
knowing. And civic scientific literacy refers 
to the level and kinds of information that a 
citizen needs to know in order to follow cur-
rent and emerging public policy issues. Civic 
scientific literacy is critical to the preserva-
tion of our democratic principles, and I have 
suggested that civic scientific literacy repre-
sents the level of reading and comprehen-
sion skills needed to read the science section 
of the Tuesday New York Times or to watch an 
episode of Nova on public television (Miller 
2010a, 2010b). I stress that this is the minimal 
level necessary to allow citizens to engage 
with science-related public policy issues and 
that we ought to seek to elevate this level of 
understanding in the decades ahead.

What is our current status in regard to 
civic scientific literacy?
Using a pool of open-ended questions 
(What is a molecule? What is a stem cell?) 

and closed-ended questions (Agree or disagree 
that “antibiotics kill both viruses and bacteria”), 
I have measured civic scientific literacy in the 
United States since 1988. The proportion of 
adults who score seventy or higher on a scale 
of zero to one hundred increased from 10 per-
cent in 1988 to 29 percent in 2008 (see fig. 1, 
page 30)—a substantial rate of growth (Miller 
2010a). In a national longitudinal study of 
young adults (Generation X), I found that 44 
percent are civic scientifically literate using the 
same measure—the red dot in figure 1 (Miller 
2010a, 2010c).

Many people wonder how these results are 
possible, given the United States’ flat and 
unimpressive scores in international school 
comparisons, such as the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) and 
the Trends in International Mathematics and 
Science Study (TIMMS). The answer is college 
science courses. The United States is the only 
country that requires all college students to 
take one or more science courses as a part of a 
general education requirement. In a series of 
statistical analyses using structural equation 
analyses of both cross-sectional and longitudi-
nal data, I have shown that exposure to col-
lege science courses is a strong predictor of 
civic scientific literacy in young adults and in 
adults of all ages (Miller 2010a, 2010c). More 
than fifty years ago, C. P. Snow (1959) made 

Our national 
commitment to 
liberal education 
is the single most 
important factor 
in our current 
level of civic 
scientific literacy
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a strong argument that all students in Britain 
should study both physics and Shakespeare—
his version of general education—based in 
part on the US experience, but neither Britain 
nor any other major country has followed his 
advice. Our national commitment to liberal 
education is the single most important factor 
in our current level of civic scientific literacy.

It is also useful to note that the United 
States does well in comparison with other 

countries using the same measure of civic 
scientific literacy (see fig. 2, bottom left). In a 
comparison of thirty-four countries in 2005–
8, the United States ranked second to Sweden 
and ahead of thirty other European countries 
and Japan (Miller 2012). 

If the United States is second in the world 
in civic scientific literacy, why should we be 
concerned? The answer is that our basic com-
mitment to meaningful democracy—as opposed 
to ritual democracy—is at stake. The important 
message from this comparison should not be 
our relatively strong showing, but the perva-
siveness of scientific illiteracy in major demo-
cratic systems throughout the world. We should 
take little comfort in the idea that our democ-
racy is slightly less at risk than that of several 
European and Asian nations.

What are the problems,  
and what do we need to do?
There are several problems, and we need to 
understand all of them, even if they are not the 
primary responsibility of higher education. 

First, our current systems of elementary and 
secondary education are broken in the major-
ity of states and school districts. There is no 
reason that every high school graduate in the 
United States should not be civic scientifically 
literate. The failure of American secondary 
schools to produce civic scientific literacy is 
the result of (1) the absence of a strong advo-
cacy group to push schools and teachers toward 
that objective, (2) a political system that has 
turned the teaching of modern biology (evolu-
tion) and physics (Big Bang) into a political 
litmus test, and (3) an acceptance by too many 
political leaders that the precollege education 
system is hopelessly broken and that a system 
of charter schools may provide enough high-
quality education for the most talented (i.e., 
advantaged) young people. The solutions require 
courage and resources. Political leaders must 
confront the anti-science agenda inherent in 
current US fundamentalist movements. Cor-
porate leaders need to decide that the advance-
ment of science and technology in the United 
States is worth more than the tax breaks they 
get from right-wing anti-science politicians. 
And the American people need to recognize 
that good education costs money and that a 
system of school financing built on property 
taxes (a reasonable tool for eighteenth-century 
agricultural societies) will never have the 

Figure 2: Civic scientific literacy in 34 Countries, 
2005–7
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Figure 1: Civic scientific literacy in the United  
States, 1988–2008
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resources to attract and retain outstanding 
teachers. It is easy for colleges and universities 
to blame the failure of precollege education, 
but the leadership of higher education needs to 
recognize the problem and to begin to bring 
some of the intellectual and political resources 
of higher education to bear on these issues.

Second, there is always pressure on colleges 
and universities to produce more “job-ready” 
graduates, and this pressure is growing in the 
aftermath of the Great Recession. It is impor-
tant for the leadership of higher education to 
speak candidly about the educational needs of 
the twenty-first century and to seek to educate 
political leaders on these issues. There is a 
good deal of truth in Goldin and Katz’s (2008) 
argument that we are in a race between history 
and technology, and that economic prosperity 
in the twenty-first century will be higher in 
those countries that do the best job in provid-
ing more advanced education to their citizens. 
Our students and our citizens will need more 
advanced technical education, and they will 
need it periodically throughout their lifetimes. 
But we would be negligent not to argue for the 
necessity of a strong liberal education compo-
nent to advance civic scientific literacy and 
similar levels of social and cultural understand-
ing in the humanities and social sciences.

Third, assuming the continuation of the 
standard requirement that all students take 
one or more college courses in science, it is 
important that we look carefully at how we 
conceptualize this responsibility and how it 
operates in our institutions. Too often, sci-
ence courses for nonmajors have been treated 
as onerous duties or as a source of credit hours 
to allow a department to teach needed courses 
to its majors. The “rocks for jocks” and “physics 
for poets” labels reflect real perceptions by 
both students and faculty. But this is a flawed 
conceptualization of the task. The University 
of California recently renamed its introductory 
physics course “Physics for Future Presidents” 
and rewrote the curriculum to make the title 
more than a marketing effort. It is essential 
for university scientists and administrators to 
recognize that a science course for nonmajors 
may be the last time they have a chance to 
talk to their future senator or congressman about 
science before he or she is elected. And it is 
the only chance they will have to talk to the 
millions of voters who will ultimately make 
electoral choices that have an impact on the 

future of their university and of the nation. 
It is a serious responsibility that needs to be 
taken seriously by science faculty, department 
chairs, deans, provosts, and presidents. And it 
should not continue to be at the bottom of the 
budget totem pole.

Finally, many colleges and universities 
have a lifelong relationship with their gradu-
ates. Traditionally, this relationship may have 
resided primarily in an alumni office that is a 
part of the university development function, 
but higher education institutions and leaders 
need to see this as an ongoing educational 
linkage. Although some colleges and univer-
sities have started to offer online and summer 
courses in various subjects to their alumni, 
there is an opportunity to use this linkage to 
foster civic scientific literacy among alumni. 
Many alumni may be receptive to opportuni-
ties to improve their understanding of scien-
tific ideas ranging from the climate debate 
to changes in cognitive function during the 
lifecycle to genetic modification. The objec-
tive should be genuinely educational and not a 
thinly disguised development effort to generate 
additional revenue. I believe that there is a 
strong (and largely unmet) market for this 
kind of information and material, and we need 
to bring our full creativity to thinking about 
ways to address it. Some alumni may need or 
want to do a course, but others may want easy 
access to a college website that provides infor-
mation resources and links on important topics. 
The possibilities and opportunities in the 
rapidly emerging wireless world of tablets and 
mobile devices are vast and largely unexplored. 

Liberal education and  
the challenge of complexity
The problems of civic scientific literacy illus-
trate a more basic problem for liberal educa-
tion in the twenty-first century. There is broad 
agreement that many occupations and profes-
sions now demand a strong understanding of 
complex scientific, social, and economic systems, 
and the growing length of graduate, profes-
sional, and post-graduate education reflects 
this reality. 

There has been less awareness or concern 
about the growing need for individuals to 
understand a variety of complex scientific, social, 
and economic constructs in order to perform 
their duties as parents, patients, and citizens. 
The inability of most American citizens to 
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understand and make sense of complex argu-
ments about stem cell research or climate 
change is only the tip of the iceberg. There can 
be little doubt that the number and complex-
ity of science-related issues that reach public 
policy agendas at all levels of government will 
continue to grow in the twenty-first century. 

The challenge for educators is to recognize 
that our task is to help our students acquire a 
core set of scientific constructs that will enable 
them to read the science section of the New 
York Times today and to read it twenty, thirty, 
and forty years from now. The key is to avoid 
teaching details about the West Nile virus and to 
teach the nature of viruses generally. We know 
that adults who have a sound understanding of 

the meaning of a molecule are substantially 
more likely to make sense of subsequent news 
stories about nanotechnology, but that adults 
with a limited understanding of the nature 
of matter are almost universally unable to 
understand the idea of a nanoparticle. It is 
impossible to imagine the breaking genetic 
news thirty years from now, but it is a safe 
bet that those adults who understand genes 
and DNA will have a far better chance of 
making sense of that news and those issues 
than citizens without this core knowledge. 
This conceptualization of understanding 
core scientific and technological constructs is 
fully consistent with our longer tradition of 
liberal education, and we need to embrace it.

University of Richmond
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Complexity is not wholly owned by the 
biological and physical sciences. Economists, 
psychologists, and sociologists increasingly 
speak in social science, reflecting the complex-
ity of their fields. This is a language that is 
not included in my measure of civic scientific 
literacy, but the same principles would apply. 
And there are compelling arguments that 
citizens in the twenty-first century will need 
to understand complex economic arguments 
to make sound public policy judgments. 

As educators committed to liberal educa-
tion, we need to recognize that the advance-
ment of civic scientific literacy is not icing on 
the cake; it is a basic insurance policy for the 
preservation of American democracy in the 
twenty-first century.  n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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Since its founding in 1989, Project Kaleido-
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building and sustaining strong undergraduate 
programs in the fields of science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics (STEM). 
With an extensive network of over seven 
thousand faculty members and administrators 
at over one thousand colleges, universities, 
and organizations, PKAL has developed far-
reaching influence in shaping undergraduate 
STEM learning environments that attract and 
retain undergraduate students. PKAL accom-
plishes its work by engaging campus faculty 
and leaders in funded projects, national and 
regional meetings, community-building activi-
ties, leadership development programs, and 
publications that are focused on advancing 
what works in STEM education.

In 2008, the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) and 
PKAL announced a partnership to align and 
advance the work of both organizations in fos-
tering meaningful twenty-first-century liberal 
education experiences for all undergraduate 
students, across all disciplines. This partner-
ship represents a natural progression, as nearly 
75 percent of campuses with PKAL community 
members are also AAC&U member institu-
tions. Together, AAC&U and PKAL apply 
their collective expertise in undergraduate 
learning, assessment, leadership, and insti-
tutional change to accelerate the pace and 
reach of STEM transformation.

For more information, visit www.aacu.org/
pkal.



34   LiberaL education  FaLL 2012

P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

I
V

E
S

We encourage 
others to comment 
on and add to our 
work in envisioning 
a foundational 
education for the 
twenty-first century

D O U G L A S  C .  B E N N E T T,  G R A N T  H.  C O R N W E L L , 
H A I FA  JA M A L  A L -L A I L ,  A N D  C E L E S T E  S C H E NC K

An Education for the     Twenty-First Century
Stewardship of the Global Commons

DOUGLAS C. BENNETT is former president and 
professor of politics at Earlham College, GRANT 

H. CORNWELL is president of the College of 
Wooster, HAIFA JAMAL AL-LAIL is president of 
Effat University (Saudi Arabia), and CELESTE 

SCHENCK is president of the American University 
of Paris (France).

iN this BrieF ProPosal, we are trying to envi-
sion a foundational higher education for the 
twenty-first century, an education that has 
some claim to adequacy for the possibilities of 
human beings today on this earth. We are 
writing this to provide more depth to the idea 
of “global education,” a term that has become 
commonplace but that, too often, is put forward 
without adequate substance. We call this “An 
Education for the Twenty-First Century: 
Stewardship of the Global Commons.” We 
take on this task as members of the Global 
Liberal Arts Alliance, a consortium of 

twenty-five colleges 
and universities co-

operating to advance the theory and practice 
of undergraduate education designed to pre-
pare graduates for citizenship and leadership 
in the highly globalized twenty-first century. 

We believe it is important to imagine an 
education fit for global possibilities because 
ours has become a world in which connec-
tions and consequences reach across borders 
and leap oceans. For much of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries it may have been 
appropriate to frame education in national 
terms, but no more. The challenges of the 
twenty-first century—the possibilities of pros-
perity, of peace, of health, of fulfillment—all 
unfold on a global stage. What a few people 
do in Boston or Bangkok, in Riyadh or Rome 
or Rio de Janeiro can affect others at a con-
siderable distance. The earth has become a 
place of global cultures, in all of their valued 
particularity, and increasingly a global com-
mons, in all of its necessary interdependence. 

An appropriate university education for 
everyone, not just a privileged elite, must 
prepare women and men for participation in 
these cultures and this commons. 

Ours is world being transformed by trans-
national flows of goods and capital, peoples 
and practices; by the unraveling of the nation 
state; and by the rapid rise of new forms of 
instantaneous electronic communication. 
There is an urgent need to prepare young 
people to negotiate such complexity, and to 
enter into thoughtful stewardship of initia-
tives, resources, languages, and cultures. 

We know that there are many approaches 
to higher education across the world, some 
more narrowly focused on preparation for 
vocation, some aiming to educate the whole 
person. We do not intend our conception of 
global education as a singular conception of 
education to be implemented everywhere in 
the same way. We want, rather, to articulate 
the main features of any education that can 
be truly adequate to global challenges. In 
relation to current educational systems around 
the world, this is an approach that is gener-
ally more interdisciplinary, more collabora-
tive, and more attuned to stewardship than to 
instrumental effort or narrow self-interest. It 
is also an education that compels students, 
and those who teach them, to come to know 
not just that which is familiar and already 
“one’s own,” but to seek understanding of 
others and to welcome the opportunity to learn 
what those who are different from them have 
discovered about our common humanity and 
our common habitation of this planet. 

We conceive of this education as having 
three kinds of elements, which may well be 
best learned together. It requires the acquisi-
tion of some literacies: scientific, cultural, and 
global—understandings that are both sub-
stantive and, because necessarily unfinished, 
include the capabilities to continue learning. 
It requires the learning of some skills that are 
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essential to effective action. And it requires 
acquisition of some dispositions that promote 
constructive rather than destructive engage-
ment with others. 

We share this proposal to invite others into 
the conversation. We encourage others to 
comment on and add to our work in envision-
ing a foundational education for the twenty-
first century—a global education that prepares 
students for effective stewardship of the 
global commons. 

Literacies for global stewardship
The following areas of knowledge are important 
for effective agency. What do our graduates 
need to know to be able to exercise stewardship?

Scientific understanding: 
•  The capacity to use scientific knowledge and 

methods to identify questions and to draw 
evidence-based conclusions in order to make 
decisions about the natural world and the 
changes made to it through human activity1

Cultural understanding: 
• A comparative and historical grasp of world 

religious traditions and practices of faith
• A comparative and historical understand-

ing of the variety of human cultures as 
expressed in music, the arts, and literature

• A sense of world history focused more on the 
movement of peoples across the globe, inter-
cultural encounters, and cultural creolization 
than on nations, dynasties, empires, and 
hegemonic regimes; mastery of world 
geography supporting such an approach

• A sophisticated understanding of the social 
construction of identities and the dynam-
ics of positionality—race, gender, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, and nationality—involved 
in the distribution of power

Understanding of global issues: 
• A critical understanding of the workings of 

global capitalism, global patterns of pro-
duction and consumption, and the global 
flows of people, commodities, and money

• A grasp of the dynamics of globalization  
as a complex, disjunctive, and overlapping 
set of “scapes,” as described by Arjun  
Appadurai2 to include ethnoscapes, media-
scapes, technoscapes, finanscapes, and 
ideoscapes; we would add enviroscapes  
and culturscapes

• A grasp of the transdisciplinary and trans-
national nature of global problems and the 
sciences that illuminate them—problems 
related to health, food, poverty, security, 
climate change, and the environment

• An understanding of the philosophy and 
history, the possibilities and limitations of 
human rights

Skills for global engagement
• Communicating meaningfully using expert 

writing, speaking, listening, and negotiating 
skills; deploying electronic communication 
technologies with rhetorical sensitivity  
to the potentials and limitations of their 
various modes

• Developing the capacity to see, appreciate, 
and draw novel insight from cultural dif-
ferences and the ability to work, negotiate, 
socialize, and play with people of different 
cultural backgrounds

• Mastering a foreign language, learning to 
translate from one language to another, and, 
by means of both experiences, gaining 
access to another culture

• Using mathematics and statistics, and build-
ing and using models of complex systems 

• Cultivating discernment by searching and 
sorting through information from multiple 
sources, assessing the validity of truth 
claims, and interrogating one’s own most 
basic assumptions 
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edge in the service of problem solving
• Praxis: taking theory to practice and thought 

to action
• Mastering “scalar thinking”: a method of 

Google Earth–style reasoning that permits 
us to zoom in and zoom out on issues in 
ways that reveal the interconnections 
between the local and the global; at each 
scale of analysis, different features and 
relationships emerge

• Triangulating differences using global posi-
tioning: a GPS is only reliable if it is coor-
dinating information from a variety of 
differently situated sources; this skill en-
tails taking into account disparate points 
of view—disciplinary, cultural, ideological—
and being able to discern where they can be 
reconciled into a more complex and com-
plete understanding and also the limits of 
that reconciliation 

Dispositions for global engagement
• Respect: a recognition of the dignity inher-

ent in humanity, of human rights, and of 
our responsibilities to others 

• Vulnerability: a disposition not to recoil at 
difference, but to see encounters with differ-
ence as opportunities for growth and learn-
ing, for innovation, and for joyful interaction 
with others

• Hospitality: a disposition to feel at home in 
the world and to make others feel welcome 
and valued

• Compassion: a disposition undergirded by 
the awareness that suffering is an essential 
dimension of the human condition and 
that suffering can be ameliorated by the 
comfort of empathy

• Agency: the resolve to transform commit-
ment into action by promoting change,  
by resisting the unacceptable, and by 
championing justice

• Agility: the capacity to continually revise 
one’s notion of one’s own identity and that 
of others in constellation with new cultures, 
persons, and experiences

• Fairness: a disposition toward egalitarian 
distribution of power and privilege, and a 
commitment to democratic processes 

• Service: a commitment to support the well-
being of others and the global commons 
more broadly 

• Leadership: the proclivity to stand up 

among others so as to take initiative con-
structively, generously, and persistently
The purpose of a twenty-first-century edu-

cation is to produce graduates who recognize 
themselves to be of the world and who also 
assume responsibility for the world. Such grad-
uates respect the specificities of particular 
cultures as well as the need for a global commons. 
As stewards of such cultures and commons, they 
draw upon multiple disciplines and viewpoints 
to address the world’s problems, and they work 
collaboratively with others to solve them.   n  

Education for Stewardship  
of the Global Commons
Commentary by Celeste Schenck

As we gathered in Paris, four presidents from 
vastly different liberal arts institutions around 
the globe—the first private, nonprofit wom-
en’s university in Saudi Arabia; an American 
university in Paris with one hundred nation-
alities represented in the student body; two 
prestigious members of the Great Lakes Col-
leges Association, one having a religious mis-
sion, the other not—we were surprised to find 
such common ground in our thinking about 
the future of liberal learning. In these com-
mentaries, however, we have decided to fore-
ground our differences, and with them the 
flexibility with which such a model can be 
adapted to very different educational projects. 
In fact, one of the discoveries of our meeting 
was the alliance felt by the two presidents of 
Earlham College and Effat University, albeit 
Quaker and Muslim, and that comfortably es-
tablished by the two presidents of secular in-
stitutions based in Paris, France, and Wooster, 
Ohio. To arrive at consensus on the proposal 
printed above, we had to negotiate past fun-
damental differences in our missions. It may 
be that in defining a transnational practice of 
the liberal arts, purpose and context are ulti-
mately much more important than content. 
The common denominator we are seeking 
has something to do with providing learning 
experiences for our students that enable them 
to value, to examine, to struggle with, to ne-
gotiate, and ultimately to take joy in the fact 
of human differences.

In my view, “An Education for the Twenty-
First Century: Stewardship of the Global 
Commons” builds upon the tradition of the 
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shares investment in students’ 
deep learning, development of 
critical judgment, and forging 
of personal values and civic 
engagement. But this new 
mode of global learning also 
represents a significant para-
digm shift, one that is worth 
pausing to note. Whereas lib-
eral learning has traditionally 
centered upon the individual student, focus-
ing on his growth, intellectual productions, 
and moral commitments (the quintessential 
evaluative instrument of which was a term 
paper produced by a single author), education 
for stewardship of the global commons requires 
that a student situate herself amongst others, 
produce knowledge and make decisions in 
collaboration with others, situate her own ideas 
against and amongst those of people coming 
from very different traditions and value systems, 
and understand her own belonging to this world 
held in common. 

The fundamental difference is that, at its 
Western roots, liberal learning is aimed at the 
transmission of a single cultural heritage and a 
canon. Education for stewardship of the global 
commons makes no attempt at “coverage,” 
recognizing instead that becoming a student of 
the world will necessarily require the acquisi-
tion of discontinuous yet integrated forms of 
knowledge, much like the “scapes” theorized 
by Appadurai. An image for the former kind of 
educational experience might be that of Plato 
sitting at the knee of his mentor Socrates, where, 
in reverent interaction, the student masters a 
tradition and makes it his own. An image of 
the latter might be that of a group of students, 
open to both the impact and the influence of 
the world, surveying its immensity and variety 
and mapping for themselves, aided by teachers/
guides, the vast, shifting landscapes of global 
history, politics, economics, arts, religions, 
technologies, media, communications, and 
even climate. 

In a world changed utterly by the decline 
of the nation state; transnational flows of 
capital, objects, peoples, languages, and labor; 
and the rise of undreamt-of forms of instanta-
neous communication, the urgency of preparing 
students to negotiate such complexity and to 
engage in its stewardship cannot be overesti-
mated. Although those of us who have learned 

in, taught in, and led institutions 
in which the values of tradi-
tional liberal learning obtained 
may find it difficult to admit, the 
limitations of liberal learning—
even that which incorporates a 
global awareness requirement—
in the face of such changed epis-
temologies must be addressed. 
The add-on model of “interna-
tionalizing the curriculum” or 

study abroad is insufficient. We must invent 
new pedagogies that lead to new learning 
outcomes and new assessments more appro-
priate to full engagement in the global com-
mons—all of these forged by means of new 
partnerships among academic institutions 
located across a planet that has need of them. 
Such a learning experience will look very 
different in Bishkek and Vilnius, Amherst 
and Paris, Yola and Beirut; but we will all 
recognize, if not its specific content, its purpose. 
Student-centered, faculty-intensive, power-
fully transformative, this kind of learning 
experience is both familiar to us all, despite 
our differing contexts, and an imperative for 
global leadership and change.   n

Is Global Education a Kind of  
Liberal Education, or an Alternative? 
Commentary by Douglas C. Bennett

Are we writing a revision of a liberal arts educa-
tion? Or are we envisioning an alternative to a 
liberal arts education? These were recurrent 
questions as the four of us worked on “An Edu-
cation for the Twenty-First Century: Steward-
ship of the Global Commons.” Because what we 
propose is an education of considerable breadth, 
the answer may appear to be an affirmation 
that this is a liberal arts education reframed 
for a new era. Certainly it is not a narrow 
education that only prepares one for a vocation. 
But that is hardly enough: surely more than 
“breadth” is required to make an education 
truly a liberal arts education.

I came to the project thinking that our task 
was to conceive of a liberal arts education 
that was honestly and fully global. On more 
than one occasion in recent years, I had argued 
that the high-minded idea of a “global liberal 
arts” meant simply a liberal arts education 
thoroughly expunged of its prejudices favoring 

Our conception 
adds to the central 
liberal arts concern 

with preparation 
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parallel concern 
with preparation 

for stewardship of 
the global commons
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ern Europe. I imagined those 
prejudices to run deep, so I 
imagined this extirpation of 
Western bias would be diffi-
cult. But as I thought about 
our task in advance of our 
gathering in Paris, my doubts 
grew. Might we be taking a 
thoroughly Western concep-
tion of education, adding to it 
some few perspectives from Asia or Africa, and 
calling this new confection “global liberal arts”? 
Would such a conception have any integrity?

The idea of a liberal arts education is one 
that grew up unabashedly in the Western world. 
It began as a Roman conception drawing 
deeply on Greek ideas, was challenged by the 
rise of Christianity, then evolved into a syn-
thesis of Christian and Greco-Roman ideas, 
only (down the dominant line of evolution) 
to emancipate itself from Christianity into a 
largely secular conception of education. Its 
understandings of knowledge, inquiry, reason, 
and goodness were all shaped (complexly to 
be sure) by the cultural contexts in which it 
arose and was revised. What ideas it had 
incorporated from outside the Western tradi-
tion it had appropriated on its own terms. So 
could such a thoroughly Western conception 
of education be sufficiently rid of its biases to 
be considered “global”?

Each having our own reasons, the four of us 
decided early in our discussions to lay aside this 
question of whether we were working within 
the liberal arts tradition. We agreed we could 
come back to that question at the end. And 
in the end, I think we would give four differ-
ent answers, none of them an unequivocal yes 
or no. 

A liberal arts education is one that makes 
a claim for universality: it seeks to address 
what it means to be human, weighing answers 
to that question from many different perspec-
tives and disciplines. Our conception certainly 
falls within that conception, seeking to embrace 
a yet wider set of perspectives. A liberal arts 
education is also one that prepares a person 
for a life of freedom, rather than a life of neces-
sity; it is an education that prepares a person 
to make choices, not to be driven blindly by 
compulsions neither seen nor understood. 
Our conception is compatible with that  
lofty aim. 

But our conception adds to 
the central liberal arts concern 
with preparation for freedom a 
parallel concern with prepara-
tion for stewardship of the global 
commons. A well-educated 
person, we believe, needs not 
only to be fit for freedom, but 
needs also to be prepared to take 
a full measure of responsibility 
for what happens to and among 

human beings in this world. 
Or was that concern for stewardship always 

latent in the idea of a liberal arts education? 
If so, it has been a latent concern now needing 
fuller voice.   n

Stewardship as a Global Ethic
Commentary by Haifa Jamal al-Lail

An educational model inspired by the con-
cept of man as God’s steward (Khalifa) and 
trustee on earth (universal stewardship), and 
the principles it advocates to be relevant and 
meaningful to differing traditions and cultures 
of the world, is a most attractive proposition. 
Thus, higher education in the twenty-first 
century must aim at promoting and adopting 
these principles. 

In proposing a globally acceptable founda-
tion for twenty-first-century education—for 
the development of individuals, organizations, 
and communities that share mutually benefi-
cial goals—we must consider how people from 
different parts of the world will accept, adopt, 
develop, and react to this concept. Being part 
of both Muslim and Middle Eastern commu-
nities allows me to foresee how this model is 
relevant and meaningful to this region, but 
also internationally. Addressing both issues 
will qualify this foresight, and help others 
understand the holistic approach we followed 
in constructing our model.

With regard to universal relevance, the 
design of the model addresses the fundamen-
tal needs and aspirations of all cultures in 
seeking to prepare every human being to 
become a responsible global citizen, and also 
a key player in universal stewardship. The 
aim is not merely to develop young people for 
the job market as technically competent in 
their chosen fields, but to ensure that they are 
fully aware of their role in their communities 
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from the very beginning and fully prepared to 
meet challenges of positive engagement in a 
wider context with confidence, energy, under-
standing, and initiative. 

Our model places responsibility for change 
and development on everyone, not just a 
select few, and stresses the need to analyze 
correctly, taking others into account, while 
responding to human aspirations. In my own 
religious tradition, the Prophet Mohammad 
(PBUH) said, “Each of you is a steward, and 
each of you is responsible for his or her stew-
ardship.” This concept of individual account-
ability and responsibility is common to all 
major faiths, and is a major tool for positive 
change. In the light of current events in the 
Middle East, which includes the rise of youth 
voices, I believe this model will equip youths 
with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions 
needed to bring about positive transformation 
from within the systems, communities, and 
institutions to which they belong—all while 
seeking harmonious, responsible change for 
society, rather than disruption for its own sake.

Relevance and meaning demand balance 
in educational curricula. Scientific under-
standing must be balanced by wide cultural 
understanding of global and communal social 
issues. Equally, liberal studies, which appeal to 
the inner self, must include an understanding 
of key scientific principles. And communica-
tion skills are essential for all. This approach is 
vital to students in higher education, and it is 
equally vital in the vocational sphere. An 
understanding of the long-term purpose and 
context of study and the role one should play 
in society are fundamentally important to the 
holistic development of individuals and to the 
benefit of society as a whole.

 In my opinion, the combination of these 
elements is what makes the model truly holistic, 
special, and viable.   n

Yes, but Is a Global Education Practical?
Commentary by Grant H. Cornwell

I can imagine a fair question posed by trustees, 
students, their parents, and the publics to 
which we are accountable: is this education 
practical? That is, if we imagine a graduate 
going forth in the world with the knowledge, 
skills, and dispositions we describe, what are 
they equipped to do? How will they fare? How 

THE GLOBAL LIBERAL ARTS ALLIANCE

The Global Liberal Arts Alliance is a partnership of colleges that 
seeks to strengthen education in the liberal arts and sciences by 
sharing expertise and experience, and by emphasizing the chal-
lenges and opportunities facing institutions that educate students 
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through programs that
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Alliance institutions; 
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them in the world of work, 
and in pursuing a life of aspi-
rations and obligations?

First, it is easy to notice 
that the education we describe 
is not vocational training. And while I will 
argue that it develops job skills in the most 
profound sense of that term, it is not an educa-
tion designed to prepare students for particular 
careers. However, if you imagine the qualities 
and capabilities of graduates of this kind of 
education, and test them against the research 
into what employers most eagerly seek when 
hiring, graduates of this global education will not 
merely fare well, but will far excel in their readi-
ness to be effective in contemporary careers.

According to the extensive study conducted 
by the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities, Raising the Bar: Employers’ Views 
on College Learning in the Wake of the Economic 
Downturn,3 employers seek to hire people 
with knowledge of human cultures and of the 
physical and natural world. More specifically, 
the study found that employers seek to hire 
graduates with knowledge of concepts and 
new developments in science and technology; 
the ability to understand the global context 
of situations and decisions as well as global 
issues and developments, and their implica-
tions for the future; and an understanding of 
the role of the United States in the world and 
of cultural diversity, both in America and in 
other countries. With regard to intellectual 
and practical skills, employers seek to hire 
those who have the ability to communicate 
effectively, orally and in writing; critical 
thinking and analytical reasoning skills; the 
ability to analyze and solve complex problems; 
teamwork skills and the ability to collaborate 
with others in diverse group settings; the 
ability to innovate and be creative; the ability 
to locate, organize, and evaluate information 
from multiple sources; and the ability to work 
with numbers and understand statistics. Finally, 
with regard to decision making and responsi-
bility, employers seek those who have the abil-
ity to connect choices and actions to ethical 
decisions, who have a commitment to civic 
participation and community engagement, 
and who can apply knowledge and skills to 
real-world settings and problems. Against these 
benchmarks, the education we propose is more 
intentionally tuned to develop in graduates 

the qualities sought by 
employers than are most 
curricula in place today. 

With all this said, we 
dramatically undershoot the 
mark if we reduce the idea 

of a practical education to career readiness. 
The kind of education we propose is practi-
cal in a much deeper sense; it is preparation 
for effective and responsible adult agency 
throughout a life engaged with the global 
realities we describe. Practical wisdom is the 
moral and intellectual wherewithal to live 
well, to prosper and thrive oneself, and, in 
so doing, to contribute to the prosperity and 
well-being of others. In this sense, a global 
education of the kind we describe is the most 
practical education possible in and for the 
world today.   n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the authors’ names on the subject line.

NOTES
1. This definition of “scientific literacy” was devel-

oped by the Organization for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development’s Program for International 
Student Assessment. The full text of the program’s 
“Definition and Selection of Competencies” can 
be found online at http://www.deseco.admin.ch. 

2. Arjun Appadurai, Modernity At Large: Cultural 
Dimensions of Globalization; Public Worlds, Volume 1 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 
especially chapter 3.

3. Hart Research Associates, Raising the Bar: Employers’ 
Views on College Learning in the Wake of the Eco-
nomic Downturn (Washington, DC: Association of 
American Colleges and Universities, 2010), 1–2. 
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SA N DY  H AT F I E LD  C LU BB

Toward a Transformative     Model of Division I Athletics
Beyond Carrots and Sticks 

SANDY HATFIELD CLUBB is director of athletics at 
Drake University.

the old exPressioN about the carrot and the 
stick, which refers to the application of re-
ward and punishment to induce action, dates 
back to the days when pack mules were used 
for transportation. The mules would move 
toward carrots that dangled just ahead of 
them—and move all the faster because they 
feared drivers with sticks behind them. In 
2012, a carrot-and-stick method of motivation 
is prevalent in National Collegiate Athletic 
Association (NCAA) Division I college sport. 
At many schools, marquee coaches chase the 
carrot of big-dollar salaries and short-term wins, 
and they work to avoid the stick of being fired 

for losing. Athletics 
directors are respon-

sible for leading multi-million dollar units and 
are expected to generate revenue in order to 
build a budget and sports that win; if they fail, 
they too get the stick. 

While there are philosophical and opera-
tional differences among various intercollegiate 
athletics programs, the race for resources and 
the industry’s evolution toward immediate return 
on investment are challenging institutions’ 
fundamental purpose of educating student-
athletes. At Drake University, we confront 
the same sets of issues and mindsets, but we 
are working strategically to align the daily 
athletics focus with the core fundamentals of 
the university mission. We are focused on 
attracting athletically gifted students who 
desire excellence in academics and athletics. 
We understand our efforts to increase competi-
tiveness in athletics to be rooted in efforts to 
ramp up learning experiences and outcomes 
in the classroom. 

Our athletics program reflects the purpose 
of our university, which is to educate students 
in an environment that integrates liberal 
education with preparation for careers, by 
teaching student-athletes to become ethical 

leaders and responsible global citizens who 
are prepared for meaningful personal and pro-
fessional lives. The athletics department is 
strategically and intentionally leveraging the 
power of Division I athletics to align with, 
and advance, the academic mission of the 
university. Athletics staff are partnering with 
faculty to create a culture of excellence that 
integrates athletics with the liberal arts cur-
riculum—a culture where carrots and sticks 
are relegated to their proper roles as crunchy 
orange vegetables and small pieces of wood. 

The dirt on carrots and sticks
In his bestselling book Drive: The Surpris-
ing Truth About What Motivates Us, Daniel 
Pink explains that performance based primar-
ily on rewards and punishments can foster 
short-term thinking, encourage cheating and 
unethical behavior, and lead to poorer per-
formance. Football and men’s basketball of-
ten shape the culture of a Division I athletics 
program on a campus. In those sports, head 
coaches draw salaries that rival the highest-
paid faculty, and athletics departments rely on 
coaches’ success for millions of dollars to sup-
port the entire enterprise. As a result, some 
people will do almost anything to win. Penn 
State’s handling of the recent Jerry Sandusky 
case is the most recent example of this behav-
ior. The outcome for student-athletes can be 
the polar opposite of what we hope to accom-
plish through Division I athletics and con-
trary to what our institutional missions prom-
ise to deliver for our students.

The role of intercollegiate athletics
At Drake, the intercollegiate athletics program 
brings what is perceived as “traditional” value 
to campus. It serves as a gathering place and 
source of pride for students and alumni, pro-
vides connection and entertainment for the 
community, brings media and television ex-
posure, and generates revenue. Without sacri-
ficing these outcomes, Drake is working to 
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demonstrate that NCAA Divi-
sion I athletics can and should 
be primarily focused on enrich-
ing the educational experience 
of student-athletes, and that it 
is possible to do this and still win. 

This effort started by discov-
ering how athletics can serve as 
a direct, rather than peripheral, 
expression of the university’s mission. As a 
result, we intentionally integrated the athletic 
strategic plan with institutional strategic 
priorities for student learning, and we focused 
on the university mission as a guide. Drake’s 
goal for athletics is stated in the university’s 
2008–2012 strategic plan as follows: “To 
transform intercollegiate athletics from an 
extracurricular to a cocurricular experience.” 
Our goal is to bring the fundamental purpose 
of intercollegiate athletics closer to the core 
of the academy. To that end, the university’s 
intercollegiate athletics strategic plan identi-
fies ways in which student-athletes can push 
themselves academically, embrace the tenets 
of global citizenship, and develop as extraor-
dinary leaders—all priorities identified in the 
institution’s overarching liberal arts–based 
academic strategy. 

Academic theory suggests that our early 
initiatives are valuable not only for the 
enrichment of students, but also for the gen-
eral health and well-being of the institution. 
In the article “Dealing with the Future Now: 
Principles for Creating a Vital Campus in a 
Climate of Restricted Resources,” Alan Guskin 
and Mary Marcy (2003) assert that “transfor-
mative actions” are necessary for universities 
to survive into the next generation. They 
suggest that universities ought to develop 
curricula around current student activities 
that make positive, significant contributions 
to student success. Intercollegiate athletics 
presents a unique experiential learning oppor-
tunity for student-athletes to know, under-
stand, and develop themselves as world-class 
leaders. But first, we must create a new insti-
tutional view of intercollegiate athletics. 

Rethinking athletics from  
an institutional perspective
As the early discussions regarding Drake’s 
development of a new paradigm for Division I 
intercollegiate athletics continued, the athletics 
department became one of the catalysts for 

pulling together campus efforts 
related to leadership learning. 
To develop an institutional defi-
nition for leadership and estab-
lish related learning outcomes, 
the provost’s office created 
Drake’s Council on Leadership 
Development. Every academic 
and cocurricular area on campus 

that touches leadership learning, including 
athletics, is represented on the council, which 
continues to meet monthly. In addition, as 
director of athletics, I sat on a faculty com-
mittee charged with developing an academic 
concentration in leadership, which includes 
experiential learning as a key requirement for 
completion. This academic program entered 
its second year in the fall of 2012. 

Perhaps most remarkably, the athletics 
department is partnering with a faculty member 
(who is also currently a fellow in the academic 
affairs division) to create Coaching in the 
Classroom, a coach-faculty collaboration that 
will explore ways of using the team-building 
and accountability strategies employed by 
coaches in order to motivate active, engaged, 
and collaborative learning in the classroom. 
Coaching in the Classroom pairs coaches of 
the institution’s marquee programs with faculty 
in diverse academic programs.

The campus community has welcomed and 
embraced our new approach to college athletics. 
However, our experience has taught us that the 
transition to a new model can only happen when 
the people inside the athletics program think 
differently about their roles as instructors and 
embrace their leadership roles across campus. 

Refining the strategic planning process
Preparing for significant change takes time and 
intentionality. Shifting the culture can be the 
most challenging part of the process. The first 
step is to help people start thinking differently. 

At Drake, the entire athletics department 
staff read the book Raving Fans by Ken Blanchard 
and Sheldon Bowles in order to get everyone 
thinking about “who we are” as an athletics 
program and about whom we serve. Facilitated 
discussions ensued. We engaged consultants to 
help the department identify its core values and 
clarify its mission, help team members discover 
whom the department serves, and assist in both 
the articulation of the vision for athletics and 
the preparation of the strategic plan. In the 
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strategic plan, the vision was well captured 
and a plan was clearly outlined; however, we 
were overly aggressive in outlining our over-
arching goals. It became clear during the 
first year of implementation that too many 
goals had been articulated and that the focus 
needed to be reduced to one or two major, 
primary targets. 

Subsequently, Drake Athletics’ senior 
management team spent a number of hours 
debating, arguing, and refining the five goal 
areas into just two to be completed by the 
end of fiscal year 2012–13: (1) to create a 
measurable culture of excellence, and (2) to 
establish a sustainable business model. The 
leadership team knew that these two goals 
must be implemented in order to realize its 
distinctive vision to be a competitive NCAA 
Division I intercollegiate athletics program 
that cultivates world-class leaders. We agreed 
that if we do not have a culture that promotes 
success, we can achieve only pockets of aca-
demic and athletic excellence, not overall 
programmatic excellence. Moreover, without 
a business model that supports the needs of 
the department and makes sense for Drake 
University, all our efforts will fail. Narrowing 
the scope of the strategic plan significantly 
helped the senior management team learn how 
to lead the transformational change. 

A transformational model of sport
The athletics department is embracing sport 
as a platform for experiential-based leadership 
education for Drake’s student-athletes. The 
vision is to develop world-class leaders who 
are dedicated to stewardship of, and take 
responsibility for, the common good. Teaching 
leadership alongside Division I athletics is not 
new; however, Drake is taking a new approach. 
In addition to the academic study of leader-
ship, our coaches—the strongest influencers 
of student-athlete behavior—will serve as 
core leadership educators in the classroom 
of sport. 

We believe that ethical leadership starts 
with character development, and character is 
shaped through culture. Therefore, Drake 
Athletics is focusing significant human and 
financial resources to intentionally shape a 
defined culture of excellence and ethics that 
will produce more consistent and outstanding 
outcomes. At the core of the organizational 

culture is “The Bulldog Way,” our touchstone 
statement that is signed by all coaches, 
student-athletes, and staff and that defines 
how we will live out our organizational culture 
(see above). 

More specifically, through a partnership 
with the Institute for Excellence and Ethics, 
a nonprofit organization based in upstate 
New York, we are working to establish an 
organizational culture that is measurable and 
to improve the consistency of results. Conse-
quently, our organizational culture/leadership 
program, which is being implemented in two 
phases, has five major components: (1) educa-
tion for coaches and integral support staff, (2) 
academic curriculum for student-athletes, (3) 
student-athlete experiential leadership learn-
ing through sport and in the community, 
(4) a student-athlete service requirement 
delivered to middle school children, and (5) 
an assessment process with measurable outcomes.

Phase one: In progress
Coaches/staff development. The coaching and 
key support staffs are essential to meaningful 
leadership learning for student-athletes. Each 
staff member engages in focused professional 
development and receives a custom “play book” 
to be used by all student-athletes, coaches, and 
staff as the foundation for our organizational 
culture. Athletics department officials share 
weekly updates, discussions, and examples of 
implementation. Additionally, all full-time 
staff and coaches participate in an annual 
two-day retreat. 

Student-athlete curriculum. Student-athletes 
are oriented to the organizational culture and the 
leadership curriculum through Bulldog Foun-
dations, a seminar program that is taught dur-
ing a student-athlete’s first semester at Drake. 

THE BULLDOG WAY

We act with integrity.
We demonstrate an uncompromising 

commitment to excellence.
We outwork and outhustle our opponent 

in pursuit of championships.
We desire the best for and expect  

the best from each other.
We maximize our potential by  

aspiring to greatness.
We live the Bulldog Way.
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three-hour orientation session 
followed by four one-hour 
sessions every three weeks 
throughout the semester. 
Student-athletes are directed 
toward the academic leader-
ship concentration designed 
for the general student popu-
lation, Leadership Education and Develop-
ment (LEAD). Students learn leadership 
theory and practices, and study how to intel-
lectualize what they are learning about leader-
ship through sport. 

Experiential Learning. Experiential learning 
enhances student leadership education through 
sport for those student-athletes engaged in the 
LEAD concentration and through special proj-
ects. The Global Kilimanjaro Bowl, a historic 
trip undertaken by the Drake University football 
team in the summer of 2011, highlights the 
powerful impact of experiential learning. The 
“Kili Bowl” included athletic, service, and aca-
demic components: sixty-five student-athletes 
from Drake played (and won) the first-ever 
collegiate game of American-style football on 
African soil, worked with their on-field rivals 
from Mexico to build classrooms and orphanages 
in Tanzania, held football training clinics for 
hundreds of children, climbed to the summit 
of Mount Kilimanjaro, and completed an aca-
demic course on leadership titled “Leading with 
Emotional Intelligence.” How often does an 
institution leverage the power of sport to give 
students a chance to engage in international 
service, to climb a nineteen-thousand-foot 
mountain, and teach a new sport to children 
in a developing country? It’s just these types of 
life-changing experiences that we pursue—at 
home and abroad—to help our students become 
ethical leaders and responsible global citizens. 

Service requirement. In the community 
service–driven curricular program, Seeds of 
Success, student-athletes are being trained to 
take habits of excellence, leadership, and 
performance as well as core values, ethics, 
and moral and character development into 
middle school classrooms. For the training 
component of this program, student-athletes 
visit classrooms for four sessions throughout a 
semester. Seeds of Success is beneficial to our 
student-athletes and to Iowa’s middle school 
students. Preparing for and teaching in the 
program encourages the student-athlete to 

engage with and absorb leader-
ship concepts. Our students 
also learn to harness the 
credibility afforded them by 
their athletic jersey in order 
to teach young people lessons 
they might not otherwise be 
receptive to learning. The 
success of the program, which 

was created in collaboration with the Drake-
based nonprofit Character Counts in Iowa, 
hinges on strong collaboration with classroom 
teachers as well as a supplementary follow-up 
curriculum. 

Assessment. The Institute for Excellence 
and Ethics has created the Bulldog Index of 
Conditions for Excellence and Performance 
(BICEP), which combines several performance 
indicators into an aggregate score for bench-
marking overall conditions for excellence in 
school, sport, and beyond. The BICEP com-
bines several performance indicators together 
into a single score for each team, which, in 
turn, is combined to determine an overall 
BICEP score for the athletics department. 
Those performance indicators include: indi-
vidual and team culture, which is evaluated 
through a student-athlete and coach survey; 
academic performance, as demonstrated by 
semester and cumulative grade point averages; 
team performance, which is indicated by finish 
in the conference (the departmental goal is to 
have each team competing in the top third of 
their respective conference); student eligibility 
and retention, which is determined using the 
NCAA Academic Performance Rate; and pro-
gram resources and support, a measure of orga-
nizational resources and support dedicated to 
a program as measured by budget, facilities, 
and coaching support as compared to pro-
grams within the department, across the con-
ference, and other appropriate comparisons. 

Phase two: On the horizon 
In phase one, we have begun to see a program-
wide shift in behavior and a separation from 
the traditional indicators of success within 
our Division I athletics. As we move into 
phase two, we are exploring the development 
of a certificate program, A Champion for a 
Better World. This citizen-athlete program is 
being designed to complement a student’s 
central program of study by maximizing the 
cocurricular varsity athletics experience. 

Athletics programs 
can and should be 

key partners in 
helping students 

reach the hallmarks 
of a liberal arts 

experience
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school or college will be encouraged to apply. 
The purposes are to provide students with
• a combination of concentrated study, per-

sonal experience, and reflection that will 
inform their understanding of sport and 
its power to influence local and global 
communities;

• the leadership skills that will enable them 
to use sport as a platform to unite people 
and improve the condition of populations 
through sport participation.

These elements reinforce the liberal education 
expectations Drake places on all its students. 
Upon completion, student-athletes will receive 
a certificate. During the 2012–13 academic 
year, the athletics department will explore 
moving this program to an academic unit in 
order to ensure its academic rigor and to en-
able us to seek approval for a notation on the 
academic transcript acknowledging successful 
completion of the program.

Benchmarks for success:  
Beyond wins and losses
From a qualitative standpoint, this new model 
of integration will be deemed a success when 
student-athletes perceive the value of their 
athletic experience as a significant component 
of their curricular education. As the paradigm 
for integration shifts, student-athletes will 
recognize that their athletic involvement 
parallels the classroom experience; they will 
understand that the valuable knowledge, skills, 
and practice gained through the sporting 
experience significantly contribute to their 
professional preparation and promote mean-
ingful personal lives. Student-athletes will 
recognize these powerful leadership and life 
lessons through sport when coaches view 
themselves as master teachers.

When the Drake model is successful, stu-
dent-athletes will graduate with meaningful 
and competitive degrees, and they will have 
intellectualized important leadership lessons 
from their sport experience. Student-athletes 
will understand the leadership, analytical, 
critical-thinking, and teamwork skills they 
have developed through their experiences 
within both our intentional culture of excel-
lence and ethics and the corresponding cur-
riculum. This understanding, coupled with a 
championship-level athletic experience, will 
ensure that Drake student-athletes become 

some of the most highly sought graduates in 
the nation.

As administrators, we are also looking 
beyond anecdotal outcomes to identify mea-
sureable indicators for the development of 
our “culture of ethics and excellence.” The 
BICEP assessment tool described above pro-
vides a new way of evaluating programmatic 
success for Division I athletics. The 2011–12 
academic year was the first year of data collec-
tion. Although only partial data were avail-
able last year while we developed the tool, 
we were pleased to learn that the tool is going 
to provide appropriate evaluation feedback. 
Our consultant from the Institute for Excel-
lence and Ethics is now working directly with 
Drake’s office for institutional assessment, and 
we are excited about collecting our first full 
year of data in 2012–13.

Conclusion
If it is human nature to be motivated by carrots 
and sticks—by rewards and punishments—
then we must strive for the reward of enrich-
ing our student-athletes’ learning experiences 
and fear the consequences of focusing too 
much on revenue and win-loss records. At 
institutions committed to providing a liberal 
education, with an emphasis on interdisci-
plinary study and lifelong learning, athletics 
programs can and should be key partners in 
helping students reach the hallmarks of a 
liberal arts experience. Significant change will 
only occur and be sustained, however, if it is 
clearly aligned with the values and mission of 
an institution, and if the athletics program is 
implemented strategically with broad engage-
ment and accountability. Otherwise, we risk 
being regarded merely as pack mules.  n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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Contemplation 
of writing 
(or quantitative 
reasoning, or oral 
communication) 
across the 
curriculum 
shouldn’t be 
shoved aside 
during efforts to 
reform general 
education

PAU L  H A NS T E D T

Three Reasons to Make 
Writing Across the Curriculum 
Part of the Conversation 

hoWever muCh we may recognize that writ-
ing is best taught not just in the first year and 
not just by English instructors, but across all 
four years and in all departments, we all know 
the reasons why it’s tempting to leave writ-
ing across the curriculum out of our conversa-
tions about general education reform: People 
outside of the English department worry that 

they might be forced 
to do someone else’s 

job; people in the English department aren’t 
sure they trust their colleagues to teach writ-
ing. It’s too controversial and could doom the 
entire general education model. It would be 
better just to leave it alone, to shove it aside 
in order to deal with more important issues. 

Fair enough. Changing a curriculum is 
already stressful enough without finding new 
ways to create anxiety, discontent, and rancor. 
And yet . . . 

What follows are three reasons why—all 
political instincts to the contrary—it’s probably 
better to fold conversations about writing across 
the curriculum into the larger debate about 
general education models, scaffolding, institu-
tional support, and student needs. While this 
short essay addresses oral communication across 
the curriculum and quantitative reasoning 
across the curriculum only in passing, it’s safe 
to say that much of what applies to writing 
applies to these areas as well. 

Reason #1: Writing is a complex skill
Because writing is not, like spoken language, 
a biological imperative, psychologist Ronald T. 
Kellogg argues that learning to construct “an 

effective extended text” is akin to becoming a 
chess master or a concert violinist. “The very 
best violinists, for example, have accumulated 
more than 10,000 hours in solitary practice, 
whereas lesser experts (7,500 hours), least 
accomplished experts (5,000), and amateurs 
(1,500) have devoted proportionally less time 
to self-improvement” (2008, 3). Needless to say, 
very few students arrive at college with 1,500 
hours of highly motivated individual practice 
in writing under their belts, much less 10,000 
hours. And needless to say, thirty-nine hours 
of first-year writing, while helpful, likely won’t 
be enough to give students the amount of 
practice they’ll need to satisfy their second-, 
third-, and fourth-year instructors. What writing 
across the curriculum recognizes, then, is that 
students need more practice and more in-
struction in composition in order to become 
the writers we want them to be. Indeed, given 
that employers regularly cite writing (along 
with oral communication) as the top skill 
they look for in employees (Hart Research 
Associates 2010), and that most of our stu-
dents were raised in the age of Twitter and 
Facebook, where an “extended argument” 
equals all of 140 characters, an emphasis on 
developing writing skills has become all the 
more important. 

Acknowledging these realities, though, is 
not just beneficial for students. It’s also valuable 
for institutions involved in broader curricular 
conversations, for implicit in Kellogg’s data is 
the recognition that learning takes time and 
that teaching must be deliberate. Put another 
way, this isn’t just about writing. Discussion of 
writing across the curriculum reminds us that all 
teaching must meet students where they are 
and bring them to where we want them to be. 

Reforming General Education
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Roanoke College
Bemoaning how ill-prepared this or that cohort 
is in this or that area becomes irrelevant. Simi-
larly, telling students “You had this last year! You 
should know this!” is beside the point: exposure 
to an idea or skill is not the same thing as learn-
ing that idea or skill. If students are to learn, if 
they are to acquire the skills they’ll need to 
succeed in a complex world, all of us will have to 
share the responsibility for teaching them key 
content and skills—not just once, but multiple 
times and at increasing levels of complexity.  

Reason #2: Different fields define  
“good writing” differently 
A few years ago, we asked a number of the 
candidates for a position in the English 

department to give “job talks” that were open 
to the entire campus. After one of these, a 
friend of mine from the biology department 
came over to me, horrified by one of the  
applicants. “Did you see that?” she said. “He 
read his whole talk! Not just from notes—
he read it!” It was one of those moments that 
sharpened my awareness of the potential dis-
connects between fields, particularly in matters 
of literacy. What my colleagues saw as grievous 
sin, I saw as . . . well, someone who’d care-
fully constructed an argument and wanted to 
make sure he got it right by following his text 
very closely. 

The fact is that when it comes to writing 
(and speaking and quantitative reasoning), 
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things. Our history depart-
ment, for instance, is insis-
tent that students avoid the 
passive voice at all times, at 
all costs. Coming from Eng-
lish and writing, I see no 
particular harm in the prac-
tice, as long as it’s not over-
done. Our computer 
scientists and philosophers tend to value very 
precise writing, while other fields recognize 
that sometimes complex truths require a 
more loquacious approach. Moreover, what 
one field views as an appropriate thesis is not 
what another field values—indeed, for some 
types of writing in some kinds of fields, the 
concept of the thesis is irrelevant. Similarly, 
what does and doesn’t qualify as appropriate 
evidence changes from discipline to discipline, 
field to field, and even course to course. Even if 
a student does very well in a fourteen- or six-
teen-week writing course, he or she is no 
more prepared to do the sorts of advanced 
writing in, say, chemistry or economics than a 
student who passed a generic foreign language 
course would be to speak Russian. 

The writing-across-the-curriculum approach 
recognizes the varieties of discourse and 
discourse expectations students will be exposed 
to, both during their time at college and once 
they’re in the workplace. Through participa-
tion in a writing-across-the-curriculum pro-
gram, faculty are made aware that we can’t 
assume our students understand the particular 
writing practices of our own fields. As a result, 
we’re forced to be more deliberate about teach-
ing writing, not just assigning it.

Here again, the point is not just that writing 
across the curriculum is good for students once 
a new curriculum is in place. Discussion of 
across-the-curriculum programs is in itself 
valuable for faculty, even while a particular 
general education model is under consideration. 
In such discussions, we foreground the ways 
in which our fields and disciplines do or don’t 
connect with one another as well as how they 
do or don’t overlap in terms of their values, 
their methodologies, their ways of constructing 
meaning and truth. As an increasing number 
of colleges and universities adopt more “inte-
grative” models of liberal education, these 
kinds of interdisciplinary conversations among 
faculty are crucial. How can we prepare our 

students to meet the chal-
lenges of another field or disci-
pline if we ourselves aren’t 
familiar with these fields and 
disciplines or how they oper-
ate? And if we can’t prepare 
our students for challenges 
they’ll face in other classes, 
how can we prepare them for 
challenges they’ll face as citi-

zens in a rapidly changing world?

Reason #3: Writing is critical thinking
When I ask faculty or administrators what 
they want from a new curriculum, it’s not 
uncommon for them to say, “I want my stu-
dents to become better critical thinkers.” 
This is an excellent answer, of course. The 
only problem is with that word “thinker.” 
Since thinking is an internal action, we can’t 
actually tell when it’s going on. Sure, every 
once in a while one of our students will have 
one of those “aha!” moments that are so 
strong, everyone in the room knows what’s 
happened. And certainly we can gaze around 
the room in the midst of a lecture or discus-
sion and get a sense that some of our students 
are deep in thought—thoughts about what, 
we’re not entirely sure.

Properly engaged—that is, designed and 
supported effectively by the instructor—writ-
ing becomes evidence of critical thinking on 
the part of students. Chris Anson (2002, x) 
perhaps states it best: “As writers formulate 
thoughts into written propositions, their 
emerging texts loop back into their own 
thinking. Words written become words recon-
sidered, ideas put to new tests. Gaps in infor-
mation appear, revealing the need for further 
learning. Accumulated knowledge takes on 
the voice of authority, creating in the writers a 
new sense of expertise.” Writing, then, is more 
than the communication of perfectly formed 
thoughts—or, as is sometimes the case, poorly 
formed thoughts. Rather, it’s a visible means 
of testing our ideas. As we put a thought or 
concept down on paper, we’re able to see 
whether our thinking “makes sense,” whether 
what sounded so good in the dim abstract of 
our minds actually survives in the light of day. 
More than once I’ve had the experience of 
searching for a passage to support my argu-
ment, only to find that, once I’d put in on the 
page, it didn’t in any way prove my point. 

Properly engaged—  
that is, designed and 
supported effectively 

by the instructor—
writing becomes 

evidence of 
critical thinking on 

the part of students
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the experience of watching a writing project 
evolve beyond our outlines in ways we hadn’t 
anticipated, largely because we’re watching 
our words, following our logic, and testing our 
ideas to see whether they’re sound. As one 
of my graduate advisors said years ago, “If 
your dissertation ends up looking exactly like 
your prospectus, you’re probably not paying 
attention.” 

The same is true of quantitative reasoning. 
The numbers on the page, the calculations, 
and the rationales are more than just a tracing 
of thought. They’re a challenge to thought, an 
attempt to see whether our hypotheses are 
correct and whether our methods worked or 
not. And though students in the midst of a 
formal oral presentation generally can’t pause 
to reconsider the veracity and logic of their 
spoken words, they certainly can do so as they 
draft, practice, and revise their presentations 
ahead of time. 

Implicit in all of this is the idea that any 
well-designed program to develop students’ 
writing or oral communication or quantita-
tive reasoning skills across the curriculum 
entails more than just assigning writing or 
oral communication or quantitative reason-
ing in more places. First of all, the kinds of 
projects we ask students to complete will 
change. Papers that ask for a summary of 
another’s point or for a simple description or 
narrative will perhaps be replaced by assign-
ments requiring more synthesis, more evalua-
tion, and more analysis. Indeed, perhaps even 
the traditional “pick a topic of your choice 
and research it” essay will become a thing of 
the past. Second, because we’re asking our 
students to use writing, quantitative reasoning, 
or oral communication more as a tool to aid 
complex thinking, we’ll need to be more 
thoughtful about using smaller assignments, 
homework, and class time to provide students 
with needed practice in using the skills asso-
ciated with the forms of critical thinking  
we value.

Which means that, again, contemplation 
of writing (or quantitative reasoning, or  
oral communication) across the curriculum 
shouldn’t be shoved aside during efforts to 
reform general education. Indeed, what I’ve 
been discussing here is essential to making 
general education reform effective. In the end, 
if we’re to provide a truly integrated liberal 

education, we must not only change our cur-
ricula—the courses we offer—but we must also 
change what we do in the classroom, the kinds 
of papers and assignments and labs and projects 
we assign, and the kinds of test questions we 
ask. Only then will we really reshape the way 
our colleges and universities prepare students for 
the challenges of a changing world.  n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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Every year, hundreds of small 
colleges, state schools, and large 
research-oriented universities across 
the United States (and increasingly 
across Europe and Asia) are revisit-
ing their core and general education 
curricula, often moving toward more 
integrative models. And every year, 
faculty who are highly skilled and 
regularly rewarded for their work are 
asking “Why?” and “How is this going 

to impact me?” In addition to answering these questions, this 
guide provides an overview of and a rationale for the shift in 
general education curricular design, a sense of how this shift 
can affect a faculty member’s teaching, and a sense of how 
this can impact course and student assessment.

Available online at www.josseybass.com.



siNCe marCh of 2009, the Utah System of 
Higher Education has been a partner with 
the Lumina Foundation for Education in the 
Tuning USA project, Lumina’s first experi-
ment in introducing the European concept 
of degree “tuning” to American academia. 
Developed in the European Union as a way 
to create common degree standards across 
multiple nations, “tuning” is a methodology 
whereby subject-area teams develop criterion-

referenced learning 
outcomes and com-

petencies for particular degrees. It is a faculty-
led approach that involves seeking input from 
students, recent graduates, and employers in 
order to create a common understanding of 
what students should know, understand, and 
be able to do when they finish each level of a 
disciplinary degree program.

Tuning arrived in Utah at an opportune 
time for us. We had already been engaged in 
system-wide faculty dialogues that we call 
“majors’ meetings” and in an annual confer-
ence, known for the past fourteen years as 
“What is an Educated Person?,” that concen-
trates on general education outcomes and 
assessment. Moreover, having worked closely 
with the Association of American Colleges 
and Universities through its Liberal Educa-
tion and America’s Promise (LEAP) initia-
tive, Utah was becoming a “LEAP State.” All of 
Utah’s colleges had adopted the LEAP Essen-
tial Learning Outcomes, and the Utah System 
of Higher Education had been actively pro-
moting access and authentic assessment. 
Consequently, when Lumina invited us to 
participate in a faculty-driven process of 

defining degree outcomes, it made perfect 
sense to us. We already had developed many 
of the mechanisms needed for tuning, and 
the general education task force was an estab-
lished voice on all our campuses—so we knew 
who to call to get things done. We were ready 
to work toward tuned degree profiles.

At the core of successful degree tuning are 
three considerations that make every experi-
ence unique. I think of them as visions, trust, 
and mechanics. If these three are not attended 
to, you cannot successfully tune. And 
although tuning may go a long way in one or 
two areas, unless the three are brought into 
tune with one another, it will not be possible 
to complete the process.

Visions
What do I mean by “visions”? I mean the 
metaphysics of the process—the “why” of 
tuning. For thirty years, I have been engaged 
in conversations about higher education re-
form and assessment, and I have seen most 
attempts fail because they impose a “why” that 
means nothing to the faculty in the classroom. 
They do not invite disciplinary faculty into a 
conversation that allows them to voice their 
own values. Faculty in all disciplines have 
professional values, and they have ways of 
teaching and assessing those values that they 
can articulate. But too often, externally im-
posed reforms and assessments fail to link to 
the “why” of faculty efforts. This is why tuning 
has such promise. It takes seriously the profes-
sional values of disciplines and disciplinary 
communities. 

By professional values of disciplines, I mean 
those parts of professional self-understanding 
created by indoctrination (used in its classical 
sense) into the academic field. Adherence to 
these values marks one as a member of the 
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discipline and guides one’s practices. After years 
of doctoral training, one literally become a 
disciple, one who follows the discipline. For 
instance, as historians, my colleagues and I 
do not believe in tests that do not include 
written analyses of primary documents. We 
are fierce in our commitment to careful docu-
mentation, despising presentists, antiquarians, 
politicians, and movie makers who distort 
and abuse historical evidence. We are gener-
ally suspicious of theories, and we do not trust 
a priori hypothesizing. We believe in the power 
of jargon-free writing. In short, we know what 
we value, and we have a centuries-old tradition 
of evaluation. Any system of assessment that 
ignores our vision of our professional respon-
sibility will fail because we will dismiss it as 
untrustworthy and as an enemy of our profes-
sional mission.

Tuning asks disciplines to identify their larger 
communities and find a common language for 
the outcomes of the discipline. These com-
munities are made up, most obviously, of the 
people inducted into the discipline by taking 
a degree in it. We call them alumni. A prop-
erly indoctrinated major is a credit to the 
department that shaped her and an asset to 

her employer. The vision of her employers is 
also formed by, and helps form, disciplinary 
values. The external disciplinary community 
includes the workplaces in which people 
prepared in particular disciplines find work, 
since those employers often share the vision 
of the discipline held by the faculty and grad-
uates. They seek to hire graduates because of 
their disciplinary preparation. 

Envisioning these disciplinary communi-
ties is important, and there is a great danger 
in too simplistic a notion. Some disciplines 
have presumed obvious employers. Whole 
disciplines have been named after employers—
accounting trains accountants to be hired by 
accounting firms—or so the simplistic logic runs. 
But even in these, the alumni upset the cal-
culation with their behavior. And in many 
disciplines the uses of the alumni skill set 
create a very broad, even generic, community 
of employers. History represents one of these 
disciplines, with so many employers that 
imagination is required to identify the disci-
plinary communities. Of course, there are 
obvious employers—schools, libraries, museums, 
publishers, and others—but there are many 
less obvious ones, such as those that need 

LiberaL education  FaLL 2012   53

Utah State University



54   LiberaL education  FaLL 2012

P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

I
V

E
S researchers, analysts, and writers but do not 

have jobs with “history” in the title. And then 
there are the others: graduate schools, law 
schools, medical schools, business schools, and, 
importantly, the self-employed. Nor should we 
forget that there are public consumers of 
history who depend on historians to tell them 
the truth about the past in all sorts of venues 
for all sorts of public purposes. This is one of 
the important lessons of tuning. There are 
shared visions and values that transcend aca-
demic boxes and can inform the way we think 
about disciplinary degrees.

The tuning process creates the opportunity 
to identify the members of these disciplinary 
communities and to express the vision inherent 
in degree preparation on both the philosophical 
and the practical levels, expressing these as 
outcomes that can be measured according to 
the values of the discipline in ways that are 
acceptable within the disciplinary community. 
For those disciplines that do not have obvious 
constituencies, it is more difficult to determine 
the values of the disciplinary community. 
Early attempts at using surveys to learn about 
employers’ desires and understandings taught 
us that surveys are very poor instruments. It is 
much more effective to convene professionally 
mediated focus groups that can explore the use-
fulness of the outcomes in settings that allow 
probing discussions. Focus groups are not cheap, 
but they are very effective—even to the point 
of being cost-effective.

If we listen to the community of the disci-
pline, the outcomes of a degree quickly become 
visible. If the articulated outcomes have these 
people nodding their heads in agreement, you 
know that you have captured the visions of a 
group that wants what the discipline teaches.

Trust
We learn the vision by listening to the faculty 
and the disciplinary constituencies, but that 
only generates warm feelings amongst the 
people who have reconfirmed their self-image. 
If tuning is to begin and succeed, we have to 
pay attention to the trust necessary to get it 
off the ground. What do I mean by “trust”?  
I mean that the discussion of outcomes, their 
formulation, and their enactment must be 
valued and supported by academic leadership. 
The disciplinary faculty must trust that their 
leaders value and will support the effort tuning 
requires. The faculty must be heard, and their 

vision must be allowed, even if it seems con-
trary to institutional habits. In tuning, we 
have to understand the politics of the process, 
identifying the people and organizations that 
have the power to convince the faculty that 
they will not be harmed if they articulate their 
values and base their assessments upon them. 

Think of the arguments faculty members 
are likely to make when asked to undertake 
any assessment process. Experienced academic 
leaders can name several instantly, many turn-
ing around the fear that efforts to identify the 
outcomes of a degree and assess its success 
are tools of the evil upper administration/
politicians/pundits/lazy students to punish the 
faculty and increase its work load. If we make 
obvious what we do, and if we discover we 
don’t always succeed in doing it, faculty mem-
bers say, terrible things are likely to happen. 
The department may be denied funds or have 
faculty lines taken away, or teaching loads may 
be increased. Worst of all, external actors 
who do not understand or value the discipline 
may interfere with the faculty’s duty to its 
profession. After all, it is not just laziness that 
prompts historians to resist lecture sections 
enrolling hundreds. It is because their profes-
sional values tell them that they must make 
students write, and you cannot require and 
assess writing in classes that large. If you ask 
faculty to betray their profession, they demur. 

Moreover, most assessment systems do not 
care about content, yet content is at the heart 
of professional preparation. Institutions are even 
more uninterested in content. The American 
system of higher education runs on credit 
hours, facilely accepting the credit unit as the 
measure of achievement. We all can do the 
sums. Accumulate 120 hours and you should 
have a degree. If students don’t have a degree 
in 120 hours, the institution has failed to be 
efficient. Sixty hours should provide you with 
an associate’s degree; general education can 
be met in thirty, or forty, or fifty hours, but 
should be “completed” so it can transfer whole. 
A major is much the same, a checklist of 
courses that add up to a specified number of 
credits. But if you ask whether the outcomes 
of the degree are met, it undermines this 
beautiful, Henry Ford–inspired system. Mr. 
Ford knew you could use an assembly line to 
speed up production, with each worker per-
forming a particular task and then passing it 
to the next worker. Carefully planned, the 
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parts when needed, and they 
were assembled with a clear 
outcome. At the end of the 
line, the car was driven away. 

 We in academia have 
pretended for the past century that degrees 
are like Fords. We accept that once a particu-
lar part—call it Math 1050 or English 2010—
is installed, it will always work well when the 
next part is installed, even after years of rust. 
A conversation about degree outcomes has 
the potential to highlight the untenable nature 
of this assumption. What if the disciplinary 
outcomes make changes to the curriculum 
necessary? A discipline that announces that 
its outcomes require more hours, a tighter 
curriculum, increased time to graduation, 
decreased accessibility, and even more students 

rejected for graduation, justly 
fears retribution. Faculty 
members recognize that too 
much honesty can endanger 
their departments, and that 
the administrations of their 

institutions are likely to reject their profes-
sional values if they propose major changes. 
They have to have permission, trusted per-
mission, from their academic managers if 
tuning is to be taken seriously.

But even if they trust their dean to under-
stand their deep commitment to professional 
outcomes, an individual department can 
seldom do it alone. There are other academic 
masters larger than a single institution that 
must be supportive of the effort. Tuning 
requires a conversation about outcomes that 
includes many institutions. In Utah, we focused 

We in academia 
have pretended 

for the past century 
that degrees 
are like Fords
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the state’s system of higher education, includ-
ing all history and physics programs—from 
the research universities with large specialized 
faculties, to community colleges with one or 
two people in the discipline. This is essential 
because it gives a discipline the right to think 
as a discipline, rather than as a department 
subject to the local pressures of particular 
institutions. After all, differences in mission, 
enrollment demographics, and attitudes can 
undermine the right of the disciplinary faculty 
to enact their professional values. When multiple 
institutions stand together, their degrees artic-
ulate better, and their professional outcomes 
are easier to impose. But there is the danger 
that the local administration will reject the 
implementation of professional outcomes if 
they cost money, or if they introduce compli-
cations in the larger curriculum. That is why 
systems have to stand together; no individual 

department is exposed to the charge of having 
capriciously high expectations.

However, this protection from local resis-
tance can still fail if the larger structures do 
not grant permission to impose the outcomes. 
The system has to express its support for the 
effort. The least it can do is to express its 
expectation that the outcomes developed in 
tuning will be used in the system.

A discipline standing together and blessed 
by the system in which it is embedded is power-
ful, but professional organizations, professional 
accreditors, and regional accreditors must be 
recognized as having authority over the future 

of the outcomes. From the beginning of the 
tuning process, disciplines need to look at the 
values of their own professional organizations. 
There is seldom a difference in their visions, 
but their ways of measuring outcomes may 
make tuning difficult. Regional accreditors 
present a different sort of problem, since their 
assessment requirements do not necessarily 
make the use of degree outcomes easy.

Of course, the ultimate expression of trust 
is reward. To prove that the effort is valued, 
investment can send a strong message. Tangible 
rewards can create trust.

There are other benefits of tuning, too. 
We have learned that one of the largest pay-
offs can be in faculty morale. A discipline that 
tunes enjoys an increased sense of identity and 
purpose. It may also find it easier to wrestle with 
the monsters of assessment—but only if the 
mechanics of academic change are understood 
and incorporated into the assessment process.

Mechanics
Even if disciplines and administrations are 
willing to tune, there still remains another 
consideration. The mechanics of the process 
of curricular development are local and sys-
temic. By “mechanics,” I mean the processes 
of implementation within institutions and 
systems. Before a discipline begins to tune, it 
has to think about what it can achieve within 
its own institutional structures. In particular, it 
and its upper administration must be very aware 
of how a discipline nestles within the larger 
curriculum. Tuning a discipline has implica-
tions across the curriculum.

Built into tuning is the concept of levels, 
benchmarks of performance at various points 
in the discipline. Obviously, one level is the 
bachelor’s degree. Another is the master’s 
degree, and a third is the doctorate. Tuning 
expects disciplines to indicate what accomplish-
ments accompany each level. In the American 
system, however, there is yet another level, the 
point when students move from the general 
curriculum into the upper division of a disci-
pline. This is sometimes indicated by the 
awarding of an associate’s degree, but it always 
marks the beginning of upper-division work 
in the major, the point at which a student is 
truly the responsibility of a disciplinary team 
in a bachelor’s degree–granting institution. 
To tune successfully, it is crucial that the disci-
pline knows what students entering the major 

Utah State University
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be able to do. 
In the American world of 

transferring students, online 
courses, and concurrent enrollment in high 
school and college, the major must say, 
“When you enter this major, you must have 
accomplished the following.” If it does that, it 
knows where it starts in preparing students 
for the next level. If it does not, it sends the 
message that no preparation is necessary to be 
an advanced student. But when a discipline 
builds this starting point into its curriculum, 
it is also saying to the rest of the university, 
“This is what makes our major what it is.” In 
the process, it should be telling the student 
that there are courses that should be taken 
outside the discipline in preparation for suc-
cess in the major. 

For instance, the history department at 
Utah State University created a pre-major as 
a result of tuning. A student who undertakes 
the pre-major in history is told that certain 
lower-division history courses must be taken, 
that statistics are preferred to pre-calculus 
algebra, that philosophy and anthropology 
are subjects with which a history major must 
be familiar, and that two years of a single lan-
guage are part of the preparatory education for 
the major. The history major is making use of 
courses taught by other departments, shaping 
the general education of its majors in ways that 
prepare students for successful achievement of 
history’s outcomes. An important partner with 
the history department is the university library. 
The information literacy specialists there have 
become part of the larger team working with 
our students. The history outcomes place heavy 
emphasis on research and the evaluation of 
evidence, and we have found that librarians 
working with particular courses can greatly 
improve student mastery of research skills. 

A tuned discipline also regards its students 
as partners. It makes its outcomes clear to the 
students and invites them to track their own 
progress toward their degree outcomes. At the 
same time, it gives them a vocabulary for 
talking about how and why they are expected 
to know, understand, and be able to do things 
associated with the major. Important allies in 
developing intentional student behavior in 
degree programs are the academic advising 
and career advising staffs. Tuning gives them 
a clearer understanding of the discipline, and 

they can then help the major 
deliver a unified message to 
the students. We owe it to 
students not only to expand 

their knowledge, thinking, and skills. We 
must also expand their very vocabulary. What 
words do students use to describe their own 
experience in a major, a college, a university? 
How do they answer the question that comes 
to them from skeptical parents and even more 
cynical employers: What did you learn? What 
practical use does your course work have? What 
are the skills associated with your degree?

 A tuned discipline with clear outcomes, 
rubrics for measurement, reformed delivery, 
effective advising, and intentional students 
can solve many of the mechanical problems. 
But there are implications for others beyond 
the particular discipline. Curricula do not 
exist in vacuums. If four hundred history 
majors are suddenly clamoring for the same 
philosophy course, the philosophy depart-
ment may have a staffing problem and history 
may have a time-to-degree crisis. Worse, since 
disciplines are tuned across systems, changed 
expectations in one discipline may make dif-
ficulties for other disciplines. For example, in 
Utah the physicists decided to add a lab to a 
course required by the engineers. The physi-
cists were happy, but the engineers were upset 
because physics had added two credits to their 
students’ curricula without consultation. That 
lab might lengthen the time-to-graduation 
for engineers.

Paying attention to the mechanics of cur-
ricular relationships can be extremely benefi-
cial, since as disciplines tune they more or less 
drag their colleges with them. Making more 
effective use of the larger curriculum creates 
greater efficiency, and ties general education 
more tightly to the major. It also opens up 
conversations with sister institutions and 
feeder schools, making transfer and articula-
tion easier.

In the best cases, tuning can be applied to 
whole colleges. At Utah State, the College of 
Humanities and Social Sciences is creating a 
faculty-driven core so that students tracking 
toward the humanities or social sciences have 
a much tighter common curriculum. This cur-
riculum is being designed, using tuning meth-
ods, to ensure that students in those fields 
have common literacy and skills, functioning 
as a springboard into the majors. The majors, 

Tuning a discipline 
has implications 

across the curriculum
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knowing what their students 
should know, understand, and 
be able to do and can plan 
the curriculum accordingly. 
The core delivers a student 
to the major with appropriate 
preparation so the major can 
take him or her efficiently to 
bachelor’s degree level. 

Levels for entry into the 
major raise another question: the level for 
college entry. What must a student know, 
understand, and be able to do in order to 
succeed in college? This question is usually 
answered by a vague reference to a standard-
ized test score and a minimum grade point 
average, but tuning confronts the faculty with 
the question of whether they are teaching at 
the level of student preparation. Or, to put it 
another way, are they at the students’ “level”? 
Asking this question opens a Pandora’s box of 
issues about K-12 preparation and the design 
of freshman courses, but it also allows col-
leges to explain to high schools what success-

ful preparation 
looks like and to 
invite change. 
The mechanics 
of change require 
the disciplinary 
faculty to identify 
their “level con-
stituencies” and 
to at least adapt 
to the limitations 
those impose. At 
best, tuning allows 
a fruitful negotia-

tion that improves student preparation.
As American K-12 systems adopt the new 

core standards approach, it is important for 
colleges to articulate their understanding of 
levels and to work with the K-12 people to 
maximize the benefits of new curricula for 
students. One of the important unintended 
consequences of tuning is the value of the 
process to general education. If disciplines 
can articulate their needs, they can articu-
late the relationship of the discipline to the 
broader curriculum. In tuning the bachelor’s 
degree in history at Utah State, for exam-
ple, it was possible to decrease the number of 
upper-division courses required when it was 

realized that better prepara-
tion for entry to the program 
meant that some things did 
not have to be taught by the 
department. 

However, institutional 
choices about general educa-
tion can also severely limit 
the attempt to impose a 
beginning level on a degree. 
If, for instance, the general 

education curriculum permits a very limited 
number of choices, the tuned discipline may 
have to add courses that in other cases would 
have done double duty in general education 
and the discipline. If philosophy is not a gen-
eral education choice and history thinks it 
necessary, history students will need to take 
the accepted humanities course for the insti-
tution as well as the philosophy course for the 
history degree. Consequently, the tuned dis-
cipline may discover that it needs to increase 
the preparation provided in the major if it 
cannot find help in the broader curriculum.

Once all of this negotiating has been done, 
there are still three mechanical issues facing a 
tuned discipline: implementation of the out-
comes, measurement of their achievement 
and impact, and faculty preparation. Imple-
mentation is a completely local issue for most 
disciplines, so suffice it to say that tuning 
must be aided by people who understand how 
curricular change is carried out bureaucrati-
cally. It also must have political support from 
the upper administration. It may take no time 
at all, or it may take a year or two before the 
tuned curriculum is in place. 

Many disciplines have outcomes on paper. 
The difference between the stated outcomes 
and real effectiveness in disciplines is the way 
in which outcomes are measured and the 
conversations the measurements spark. There 
is no simple way to assess outcomes in tuned 
disciplines. In our experience, the most effec-
tive method is the use of rubrics, containing 
criteria and standards for measuring individ-
ual performance, tied to key moments in the 
degree program. Utah State’s history depart-
ment has a rubric for the capstone course 
taken by students completing the bachelor’s 
degree. That rubric has also become a part of 
initiation into the major, appearing first in 
the entry course to the major. Upper-division 
courses frequently refer to it, as a way to tell 

Departments that 
depend heavily on 
contingent faculty 

may find the 
recognition and 

adoption of 
outcomes in the 

classroom a 
difficult thing

The College of Wooster



LiberaL education  FaLL 2012   59

the students how a particular course is prepar-
ing them for the capstone. Papers written in 
the capstone course can be compared and rated, 
to discover whether students are achieving 
the established outcomes. Of course, it takes 
several years to gather enough data to be sure 
that the outcomes are truly being met and to 
know the real effect of tuning.

In the short term, the more effective assess-
ment is qualitative research based on inter-
views with faculty and students. From those, 
we know that both teachers and students have 
benefited from clear outcomes. Courses are 
easier to plan (or at least they are planned with 
new insights as to their goals), and students 
have a much better sense of the purpose of 
the degree and the things they are expected 
to understand, know, and do. 

Inherent in the tuning process is the larger 
community of the discipline, so any assessment 
of its effectiveness should continue to involve 
the alumni, employers, and other groups 
invited into the initial conversation. It 
should also involve university staff who help 
prepare students to meet the outcomes, such 
as librarians who teach information literacy.

The creation of the outcomes and the use 
of the rubrics are the result of faculty discus-
sions, but the energy produced by that burst 
of disciplinary enthusiasm has to be sustained. 
There need to be mechanisms for both renew-
ing the discussion about the outcomes and for 
socializing newcomers into their use. New 
faculty must be introduced to the outcomes 
and the rubrics and be expected to use them—
but that expectation has to be linked to more 
discussion. Only if new faculty members catch 
the vision behind the outcomes will the disci-
pline maintain the coherence established by 
them. New courses have to address the outcome 
goals, and they need to make use of the rubrics 
that create a coherent system of preparation 
for students.

This intentionality creates problems for the 
use of adjuncts. Departments that depend 
heavily on contingent faculty may find the 
recognition and adoption of outcomes in the 
classroom a difficult thing. Most professionals 
will share the values inherent in the outcomes, 
but adjuncts must be trained to understand and 
use the outcomes and rubrics in their teaching 
if the department’s courses are to work together 
toward the desired end. This is another reason 
why it is necessary to tune by systems, rather 

than individual institutions. Then adjuncts can 
teach the same course in several places and 
know that there are common goals—if they are 
taught to understand and use them!

Certainly, because clear expectations of 
outcomes force educators to think about 
degrees more coherently, tuning challenges 
some managerial practices common in American 
colleges. Like Henry Ford, degree-granting 
disciplines that have tuned know what the end 
product should look like when it rolls off the 
assembly line. But knowing that and making 
it work require a great deal of discussion by 
the disciplinary faculties, strong support from 
administrators, and deep awareness of institu-
tional contexts. This means that faculties 
engaged in tuning must be accompanied on 
their journey by leaders and systems that are 
open to the change tuning engenders. If they 
are, exciting change can be achieved. n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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i have BeeN remiNisCiNg lately, probably a sign of my age, but I came to recall an 
episode in my earlier life before I returned to St. John’s College as its president more 
than twenty years ago, when my second son announced: “Dad, I’m willing to talk 
with you about my college choices, but I’m not going to go to that school where my 
brother is (St. John’s College), and I don’t want a liberal education, whatever that is.”

This son happened to have an interest in automobiles, his uncle 
happened to be an automobile mechanic, and we happened to have an 

old junker in the driveway, a 1960-something Volkswagen bug. Almost nothing 
worked in the car; it wouldn’t go, and my wife and her brother were working to get 
the car to perform its principal purpose—going. My brother-in-law saw an opportu-
nity to engage my uninterested son when he discovered that the windshield wipers 
weren’t working and asked my son to give him a hand.

“What would you do to fix this?” he asked.
“I’d get the manual out and see what it says,” my son responded.
“But there is no manual. What then?” 
“Then I’d ask the guy at the repair shop.”
“But he’s not here, and we can’t get the car there. Do you think we can figure it 

out for ourselves?
“But I don’t know anything,” my son answered. 
“Ah, that’s the thing. Let’s see if that’s true.” 
Uncle Ken then opened the hood and asked my son to see if he could find the fluid 

lines to the wipers and discover what powered the wipers to move in the first place. 
Could he figure out where the wiper fluid tank was, and could he tell whether there 
was any fluid in the tank? My son found the tank, and it was full. He tested the line 
as best he could to determine that it wasn’t clogged. But there was another line 
leading to somewhere else. 

“Can you see where the other line goes beneath the hood? Can you track that 
back to its origin?” 

Long story short: after an hour of looking, testing, failing, trying again, failing 
again, and thinking out loud (“I wonder if this might work”), my son got fired up 
and excited. In the end, he discovered that the hose to the wipers was hooked up 
to the pressure valve of the spare tire, and lo and behold, the spare tire was flat. 
“You think the spare tire supplied the pressure to power the wiper?” my son asked.

“Well, let’s see.” With that, my son pumped up the spare tire. Back in the driver’s 

Every challenge in life 
provides us with learning 
opportunities that can be 
liberating, if we open 
ourselves to the possibility 
and apply ourselves to 
the search for an answer

I Got It! 
The Wipers 
Are Working!
C H R IS TOPH E R  B .  N E L S O N 

Christopher B. Nelson is president of St. John’s College in Annapolis, Maryland.
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seat, he moved the controls on the dashboard, 
and the wipers worked. I’ll never forget the glow 
on my son’s face when he announced, “I got it! 
The wipers are working!” 

“You have now had an experience in liberal 
education,” I suggested to ears that were still deaf 
to the idea—ears that would be open to it a few 
years later. (This son did eventually find his way 
to St. John’s in our master’s degree program.)

Liberation
I doubt that Volkswagens are built these days 
to provide such simple opportunities for basic 
learning by seeing and doing, but every chal-
lenge in life provides us with learning opportu-
nities that can be just as liberating, without 
recourse to manuals, without seasoned experts, 
if we open ourselves to the possibility and 
apply ourselves to the search for an answer.

Why do I call this experience liberating? 
Because the learner (my son) had to make do 
without the manual or the expert. Liberated 
from the direction and expertise of others, he 
was reduced to rely on himself with only a 
little encouragement from his tutor uncle. 
He was led to find for himself the answer to 
the problem by a series of questions alone. 
The turning point was his willingness to con-
tinue the search for an answer only after 
acknowledging, “But I don’t know anything.” 

Understanding his ignorance was necessary 
for learning to begin because he had to be open 

to the possibility that he had something to learn, 
and that he was willing, even eager, to find 
the answer. He was open to an experience of 
truly “wondering” how he might find an answer. 
This wonder did not come from any knowl-
edge that he had but from a desire to know, 
born not in understanding but in ignorance. 
This was a kind of “knowing ignorance,” an 
intelligent perplexity that came from embrac-
ing his ignorance and then discarding false 
notions and failed experiments as he went on. 
Our innocence or ignorance of the world 
about us may be the one certainty in life, and 
recognition of this is the pathway to learning. 

Another thing happened to this blossoming 
mechanic. He turned from boredom with a 
problem that was put to him, to perplexity over 
the difficulty of solving it with meager tools, 
to excited engagement because he wanted to 
discover the answer. He wanted to know the 
answer for its own sake, not just to fix the wipers. 
He wanted to “get it”!

Yet one more lesson! My son had begun to 
discover the interconnectedness of apparently 
unrelated apparatuses, and this helped him 
understand a little better how the car was assem-
bled, even how it was conceived to operate in 
the first place. (Today, he is in his residency 
in osteopathic medicine, still working on 
body mechanics.)

This case is the barest expression of what 
we ought to wish to see in our students at 

I Got It! 
The Wipers 
Are Working!
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our colleges. And it may be 
as good an example as any 
of the utilitarian or practical 
argument for a liberal educa-
tion—the kind of education 
employers want to see in their 
new recruits: employees who 
have an independence of mind 
and openness to engage in 
problem solving and solution 
finding with others across 
traditional disciplines; young men and 
women who can make their way in a world of 
innovation and change; individuals who are 
liberated from boundaries rather than defined 
by them.

What has this story got to do with our proj-
ect at the nation’s liberal arts colleges? Just 
this: the free mechanic is a subset of the free 
human being. We now ask ourselves not what 
it takes to be a free mechanic, but what it takes 
to be a free human being. 

Readers of Plato’s dialogues will recognize 
the striking resemblance of my son’s path to 
freedom and the path followed by many of 
Socrates’ interlocutors. For example, in Plato’s 
Meno, Socrates turns Meno’s opening question 
from whether and how virtue can be taught 
to what this thing is that Meno is talking 
about: What is virtue? This is the kind of ques-
tion we used to ask our parents or teachers when 
we were children but may have stopped ask-
ing when we became satisfied with the answer 
from a trusted authority figure—or stopped 
asking when we simply ceased to wonder at 
the world. It is these simple questions that 
Socrates asks as he tries to understand the 
nature of a thing, its being, its essence. And it 
is the answers his interlocutors give that 
founder upon further examination. They try 
one answer and are led to see the weakness of 
it, and so they try a second and a third time 
until they appear to be stumped and wish to 
go on and understand what they missed—or 
until they give up the argument in anger or 
frustration with Socrates. What appears to be 
an annoying mind game to one is an awaken-
ing to another—to the inquiring student or 
reader who has now become disturbed by a 
contradiction exposed about an unexamined 
but deeply held opinion. We then see that we 
must come to grips with Socrates and his ques-
tions for our own sake, for the sake of those 
convictions we hold dear. Will they stand up 

to challenge? Do we really 
know who we are, understand 
what we believe, and compre-
hend what makes our lives 
worth living? 

How well does any human 
being—teacher or student—
understand what it means to 
be human in its many aspects? 
We are political, social, and 
solitary beings, all at the same 

time. As human beings we think, weigh evi-
dence, and judge. We reflect upon the world 
about us; we wish to understand it, sometimes 
in order to make our way in it fruitfully, and 
sometimes just simply in awe of the majesty 
of existence, the grandeur, beauty, and mystery 
of the universe. We have bodies, minds, hearts, 
and souls. We love, act, and are moved. What 
are we made of? What moves us and why? 
We have skills we use to make a living and 
provide for loved ones. We are members of 
civic, social, and religious communities and 
citizens of a great country. What are our duties 
and responsibilities toward these and others? 
How well do we understand our powers and 
limitations? How well do we comprehend the 
interconnectedness of things and our relation-
ships with fellow beings so that we may make our 
lives richer—for ourselves and for others, too? 

Before students fix upon a specialty for study 
or a vocation to pursue, they ought to be asked 
to spend a little time getting to know themselves 
and the world about them. 

Education
Liberal arts colleges have found many ways to 
help students do this. At St. John’s College, 
we have constructed a program of study that 
is designed to help our students cultivate the 
arts of reason and understanding and abilities 
in analysis, argument, and interpretation. We 
hope this program will enrich their imagina-
tion and nurture freedom of thought; freedom 
from the tyrannies of unexamined opinions, 
current fashions, and inherited prejudices; 
and freedom to make intelligent choices con-
cerning the ends and means of both public 
and private life. We pursue this freedom to-
gether with our students through thoughtful 
conversation about great works from the 
Western tradition, shaped by a commitment 
to radical inquiry. We nourish the capacity to 
wonder, which stimulates such questions. 

Before students fix 
upon a specialty 

for study or a 
vocation to pursue, 

they ought to be asked 
to spend a little time 

getting to know 
themselves and 

the world about them



LiberaL education  FaLL 2012   63

M
Y

 
V

I
E

WOur approach is guided by a love of wisdom 
that transcends the acquisition of information 
and even of knowledge narrowly conceived.

We want our students to be well versed in 
the textual tradition of reason that illuminates 
the chief features of modern life, including 
democracy, technology, and the literary and 
musical traditions of the West. We want them 
to have basic literacy in three kinds of texts: 
verbal, mathematical, and musical. We expect 
them to develop skill in logical, coherent, 
and correct expression. And we want them to 
engage in a direct study of the natural world. 
Though often guided by texts, they develop 
skills of observation, dissection, measurement, 
and experimentation. In asking this of them, 
we reject at a deep level the popular distinc-
tion between the humanities and the sciences. 
We want our students to be able to weigh and 
judge the claims of science—rather than 

simply deferring to them as authoritative, or 
rejecting them as alien.

We want our students to develop the intel-
lectual virtues of courage in inquiry, caution 
in forming opinions, candor about their igno-
rance, open attentiveness to the words of their 
colleagues, industry in preparation, and metic-
ulousness in verbal translation and mathe-
matical demonstration. We want them to be 
prepared to face any occasion for new learn-
ing that comes their way. We also want them 
to develop a life-long commitment to ponder-
ing the question of how to live well. And finally, 
we want them to have the experience of living 
in a community of learning. We expect that the 
moral virtues we require of them in their life on 
campus—consideration for their colleagues and 
decent and respectful dealings with others—will 
prove transferable to their lives as citizens of 
this or any country, transferable to their places of 
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work and worship, to their lives as friends and 
neighbors and members of families.

We expect a lot of our students, and we imag-
ine that our students would not be here if they 
did not wish to be held to high expectations.

But beneath everything I have said about 
what we intend at St. John’s is our shared 
conviction that learning is an activity fired by 
the desire to know, a desire to make one’s 
education one’s own. Michel de Montaigne, 
puts it this way in his essay “On the Education 
of Children”: “Truth and reason are common 
to everyone, and no more belong to the man 
who first spoke them than to the man who 
says them later . . . The bees plunder the flowers 
here and there, but afterwards they make of 
them honey, which is all theirs; it is no longer 
thyme or marjoram. Even so with the pieces 
borrowed from others; he will transform and 
blend them to make a work that is all his own, 
to wit, his judgment. His education, work, and 
study aim only at forming this.” 

If students are meant to be the bees that 
plunder flowers to make something that they can 
call our own, there had better be flowers that 
make this possible. The flowers are not hard 
to recognize; they are the great works of liter-
ary, artistic, and musical imagination. Among 
them are mathematical, scientific, political, 
religious, poetic, and philosophical books that 
have survived the test of time because they 
are timeless. They form the foundation for the 
thoughts and discoveries that follow; they are 
often deeply beautiful; they speak to the great 
human questions that help us understand both 
the world about us and the world within us. 

If learning materials are considered as food 
for digestion, students should have a banquet 
set before them, the opportunity to taste each 
morsel before deciding to accept or reject it, 

and the time to digest what they have taken in. 
To make it their own requires an environ-
ment in which their teachers exercise restraint 
in pressing their authority, like the mechanic in 
my opening story. They need to allow students 
the freedom to chew on their own questions 
and form tentative conclusions that they may 
later reflect upon and disgorge as ill considered. 

Happiness
The reward for learning attributable to a desire 
to know—simply for its own sake—is something 
I want to call “happiness.” This is not a fulfill-
ment that comes to an end in the gratification 
of a desire, but an activity, an active engage-
ment in an ongoing project that best defines 
what it means to be human. Aristotle, in his 
Nicomachean Ethics, would define this happi-
ness as “an activity in accordance with virtue.” 
And so, we return to that Socratic question: 
Just what is virtue? We wonder whether human 
virtue lies somehow coterminous with this 
strange path toward knowledge—that we 
human beings first must recognize our igno-
rance, that it will be a great struggle to attain 
deep understanding, and that we can better 
pursue this search in the company of others, 
fellow students, with whom we can at least 
share those peaks of desire and excitement 
that accompany the search for truth. 

And occasionally, along the way, we hope 
that the mist will clear from the windows of 
our eyes and we will be able to shout out to 
our fellow searchers: “I got it! The wipers are 
working!” n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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The Quality of U.S. Degrees
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Disruptions—To What Ends?
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Atlanta, Georgia
Hyatt Regency Hotel
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Student Voices, and Best Practices
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