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By making deliberate choices today,  
we have an opportunity to face  
coming demographic forces and set our 
institutions on paths to fulfill our important 
roles within American higher education.  
—Nathan Grawe



A s s o c i At i o n  o f  A m e r i c A n  c o l l e g e s  A n d  U n i v e r s i t i e s

EducationLiberal
VOL. 104, NO. 4 • FALL 2018

From 1818 R Street NW

 2 President’s Message

 4 From the Guest Editor: A Midterm for Liberal Education
By José Antonio Bowen

 5 News and Information 

Featured Topic

 6 Advancing the Liberal Arts in the Face of Demographic Change 
By Nathan Grawe

12 What Really Matters for Employment? 
By C. Edward Watson and Kathryne Drezek McConnell

18  Higher Education in Peril? Predictions and Reality
By Bethany Zimmerman

Perspectives

22  Learning Everywhere: The End of “Extracurricular”
By MaryAnn Baenninger

28  Toward a Thriving and Inclusive Intercultural Community
By Ronald A. Crutcher 

34 Outsmarting AI
By Joseph E. Aoun and Stephen M. Kosslyn

38  Adult Education and Cooperative Entrepreneurialism at a Small, Urban, Public Liberal Arts College
By Gilda Sheppard and Anthony Zaragoza

44 Designing a Model for the New Liberal Arts
By Lori Varlotta

52 Why a Typewriter Won’t Get You on the Web: A Call for Holistic Change
By Rebecca Chopp

58 The Liberal Arts: Preparing the Workforce of the Future
By Steve Dorman and Kelli Brown

64 Liberal Education Can Save Itself
By Carmen Twillie Ambar

Responses and Reflections

70 The Rigidness of Academic Routine
By Brian Rosenberg

74 Redeeming the Liberal Arts
By Leon Botstein 



 
F

R
O

M
 

1
8

1
8

 
R

 
S

T
R

E
E

T
 

N
W

One Of the highlights of the 2019 annual meeting of the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U), “Raising Our Voices: Reclaiming the Narrative 
on the Value of Higher Education,” was the presentation of the Frederic W. Ness Book 
Award to scholar Cathy N. Davidson for The New Education: How to Revolutionize the 
University to Prepare Students for a World in Flux.1 The Ness Award recognizes out-
standing works that contribute to the understanding and improvement of liberal edu-
cation as an evolving tradition. Davidson, distinguished professor of English and 
founding director of the Futures Initiative at the Graduate Center, City University of 
New York, throws down the gauntlet and calls for her colleagues in the academy to 
revolutionize higher education. For Davidson, radical redesign is essential for preparing 
twenty-first-century students for work, citizenship, and life in a rapidly changing world. 

Pointing to the incongruity 
of higher education’s continued 
adherence to a system devel-

oped a century and a half ago to meet the demands of a nation being shaped by burgeoning 
industrialization and urbanization, Davidson asks, 

What would it mean to redesign higher education for the intellectual space travel 
students need to thrive in the world we live in now? What would it mean to reorient 
educational paradigms that, at present, overly standardize, test, diagnose (from disability 
to giftedness and all points in between), specialize, and discipline students in 
one-way transmission models inspired by the hierarchy of the factory and assembly 
line, not the interactive Internet? What would it take to really educate students 
who do not know how, a full generation ago, a new technology changed everything 
and yet who must contend with, be prepared for, and find a way to prosper among 
these vast changes?2

As public trust in colleges and universities continues to decline, clear and compelling 
responses to these pointed questions are needed more than ever. Amid a climate of 
anti-intellectualism, skepticism, and widespread concern that our institutions are too 
expensive, are too difficult to access, and fail to provide students with essential skills, 
we have witnessed a decoupling of higher education from the American Dream. The 
transformation Davidson seeks centers on restoring the promise of affordable higher 
education for Americans as the foundation for the American Dream and the concept 
of educating for democracy. 

Reforming the academy in this way, Davidson recognizes, requires empowering 
students, helping them learn how to learn, and departing from the past century’s 

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

Throwing Down the Gauntlet:  
The Need to Revolutionize Higher Education



 
F

R
O

M
 

1
8

1
8

 
R

 
S

T
R

E
E

T
 

N
W

In encouraging students  
to become innovators
in their own lives,  
leaders of higher education 
at all levels must ourselves 
act as changemakers. 

obsession with specialization and standardized measurements of outputs. The transition 
must be toward assessing authentic student work on scaffolded assignments spanning a 
student’s first to final semester and connecting the curricular and cocurricular. Doing 
so, she maintains, will necessitate abandoning a deficit model that emphasizes what 
students are missing and embracing an asset-based approach that leverages students’ 
strengths by fostering active, project-based learning.3 Indeed, throughout her book, 
Davidson reaffirms AAC&U’s conviction that a liberal education for the future mandates 
the acceleration of integrative, high-impact learning opportunities that engage every 
student in solving unscripted, real-world problems across all types of institutions, 
within the context of the workforce, not apart from it.

AAC&U’s signature Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative is 
grounded in the notion that the curriculum should follow from an identification of 
essential learning outcomes as necessary for all students’ intellectual, civic, personal, 
and professional development and for success in a global economy. In a 
student-centered curriculum, assignments should make clear the relation-
ships among areas of knowledge, ensuring that students see academic dis-
ciplines not as separate and disconnected silos of learning but rather as 
varied approaches to the same enlightened end. Moreover, equity and quality 
must be inextricably linked, with all colleges and universities disaggregating 
data to determine which students are engaged in high-impact practices that 
serve as engines for success.   

Yet, as Davidson notes, we persist in maintaining existing structures of the academy 
often misaligned with best practices for student learning. In encouraging students to 
become innovators in their own lives, leaders of higher education at all levels must 
ourselves act as changemakers. The authors in this issue of Liberal Education serve as 
exemplars, interrogating the structures, reward systems, policies, and practices that create 
barriers to the very reform Davidson invites and blazing trails for the future. 
—LYNN PASQUERELLA

NOTES
1.  Cathy N. Davidson, The New Education: How to Revolutionize the University to Prepare Students for 
a World in Flux (New York: Basic Books, 2017).
2. Davidson, New Education, 6–7.
3. Davidson, New Education, 73.
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ten years agO, as the fall of Lehman Brothers was just kicking off the Great Recession, it was still possible 
to believe that fewer students, lower revenue, and the loss of public confidence were part of a brief phase in 
the cycles of higher education. We would lobby harder and make a better case for the public good of higher 
education. We would launch campaigns about the importance of a liberal education and eventually the stu-
dents would return. We now know better. While the narrative supporting the case for higher education’s value 
to students for careers, lifelong happiness, and financial security has never been stronger, and while employ-
ers crave exactly the skills we provide, we can no longer assume incremental change will be enough. We can 
no longer be a place where bold ideas go to die in committee. We can no longer assume anything will get 
better soon by itself. We need to reinvent ourselves.

There is no shortage of doomsday predictions or radical advice for the future of higher education. There 
are interesting new visions and models emerging at institutions across the country, but we can’t all become 
online juggernauts like Southern New Hampshire University (which already occupies that space, by the way). 
Luckily for us, colleges are resilient places, and we are starting to see a host of new programs that seem to give 
both parents and employers the reassurance they need while staying true to our liberal education missions.

This issue of Liberal Education starts, 
as all good solutions must, with an 
honest look at the problem: Who and 

where are our future students, and what do they and employers want? A table on page 19 also gives an overview 
of some of the financial realities and responses across our sector. 

Then the bulk of our issue is given to a diverse group of leaders who are trying to rethink and remake 
liberal education at very different types of institutions. Their quest was for innovations that were bold but 
also true to liberal education. We could have filled the issue with lists of new professional programs in e-sports 
management and cannabis science (both real examples) that will potentially immediately attract students 
and industry support, but instead we looked for examples of how and what we teach that might work at a 
variety of institutions, and how we could better integrate them while reducing costs. 

We looked for specific programs and processes: what worked and what failed, what was embraced and 
what was resisted, and how leaders brought about these changes. At the same time, you will see repeated 
references to liberal education, programs from the Association of American Colleges and Universities,  
and well-understood high-impact practices (see https://www.aacu.org/resources/high-impact-practices). 

Two of our most thoughtful and provocative liberal education leaders, Leon Botstein and Brian Rosenberg, 
were also asked to respond to these ideas and provide a broader perspective about what all of this means 
for institutions and our sector. Are we being bold enough? Do we need to change at all? Are we addressing 
the right issues? If these are our midterm exam answers, how are we doing? 
— JOSÉ ANTONIO BOWEN, president of Goucher College 
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NEWS AND INFORMATION

• October 17–19, 2019
Global Engagement and  
Social Responsibility
San Antonio, TX

• November 7–9, 2019
Transforming STEM  
Higher Education
Chicago, IL

• January 22–25, 2020
AAC&U Annual Meeting
Washington, DC

New VALUE Publication 
We Have a Rubric for That: The 
VALUE Approach to Assessment 
compiles ten years of evidence to 
provide an argument-based framework 
for the assessment of student learning 
in higher education using the  
Valid Assessment of Learning in 
Undergraduate Education (VALUE) 
rubrics. First introduced in 2009 as 
an alternative to the predominant 
educational assessment paradigm—
standardized tests—the VALUE 
rubrics have moved from the periphery 
of student outcomes assessment to 
the center of conversations about 
the quality of student learning.  
For more information, visit  
https://secure.aacu.org/imis/ 
ItemDetail?iProductCode 
=VALRUBRFOR. 

AAC&U’s New Guided  
Pathways Project Champions 
Student Learning, Career 
Preparation, and Completion
AAC&U has announced a two-year 
project, Strengthening Guided Pathways 
and Career Success by Ensuring Students 
Are Learning, to build institutional 
capacity and strengthen student 
learning at community colleges with 
funding from the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation and Ascendium 
Education Group. AAC&U will 
collaborate with the Center for 
Community College Student 

Engagement at the University of 
Texas at Austin to work with twenty 
community colleges. A call for 
proposals will be released in March 
2019 for institutions interested in 
participating. For more information, 
visit www.aacu.org/strengthening 
-guided-pathways.

Members Elect New  
Directors and Officers for 
AAC&U Board of Directors
At its recent annual meeting in 
Atlanta, the members of AAC&U 
elected two new directors and 
selected a slate of new officers to 
serve on its board of directors. Carol 
Leary, president of Bay Path University, 
became chair of the board, taking 
over from Richard Guarasci, president 
of Wagner College. Guarasci will 
continue to serve on AAC&U’s board 
executive committee as past chair. 
The members also voted to appoint 
William Craft, president of Concordia 
College, as vice chair of the board. 
Royce Engstrom, professor of chemistry 
at the University of Montana, will 
continue his term as treasurer.  
The new directors include Timothy 
K. Eatman, inaugural dean of the 
Honors Living-Learning Community 
and associate professor of urban 
education at Rutgers University–
Newark, and Mary Ann Villareal, 
associate vice president for strategic 
initiatives at California State 
University–Fullerton. 

Upcoming Meetings

www.aacu.org
V I S I T  O U R  W E B S I T E

Tradition Shaping Change: 
General Education in the 
Middle East and North Africa
Edited by Maha Al-Hendawi, 
Abdelhamid Ahmed, and Susan Albertine
This eBook surveys the landscape of 
general education and core curricula 
in the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA). Chapters cover specific 
programs in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
and Qatar. For more information, 
visit www.aacu.org/publications.
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NAT H A N  G R AW E

fOr Much Of the Past century, scholars have questioned the 
viability and sustainability of liberal arts colleges,1 and empirical 
research suggests that the number of liberal arts colleges has de-
clined in recent decades. In one study, of 212 colleges identified as 
liberal arts colleges in 1990, only 130 continued to serve primarily 
a nonprofessional mission by 2008–9.2 Scholars suggest several 
explanations for this trend: the high costs associated with provid-
ing a traditional liberal arts education, technological innovation 
that decreases costs of alternative forms of teaching and learning, 
and the shift toward a knowledge-based economy.3 In recent 
years, demographic shifts—both away from the Northeast in 
general and toward greater shares of Hispanic young people—have 
persistently nudged the market toward subgroups with historically 
lower attachment to higher education.4

As a practitioner of the “dismal science,” perhaps it is natural 
that my work suggests that over the next decade liberal arts colleges 
will face a new demographic challenge. The financial crisis that 
wreaked such havoc on institutional budgets over the past ten 

years isn’t done as far as colleges are 
concerned. In response to the financial 
uncertainty of the crisis, young people 
chose to have fewer children (see the graph 
on page 8). The Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) reports 
that from 2007 to 2010, the total fertility 
rate (a measure of the total number of 
children a woman will have over her life 

cycle) fell by 9 percent. As the economy recovered, however, the 
total fertility rate did not. In fact, it continued to slide down so that 
by 2017, fertility was about 17 percent lower than the precrisis peak.5 
As a result, today the total fertility rate sits well below the rate 
required to replace the population—particularly in the Northeast 
quadrant of the country. As these young people grow older, we can 
anticipate a sharp decrease in the number of eighteen-year-olds 
beginning in the year 2026.

In my recent work, I refine the message of these demographic 
trends by combining population surveys with estimates of college 
attendance rates conditional on demographic characteristics.6 
Current data provide a basis to estimate future matriculation 
rates: we know that some students are as much as ten or even 
thirty times more likely to attend college as others. Because the 
National Education Longitudinal Study data used to estimate the 
likelihood of going to college also include detailed information on 
the type of postsecondary institutions attended, my work produces 
distinct forecasts for two-year and four-year institutions. The 

NATHAN GRAWE is professor of economics and Ada M. Harrison  
Distinguished Teaching Professor of the Social Sciences at  
Carleton College.

Advancing the Liberal Arts in    the Face of Demographic Change

Carleton College

We have an opportunity to face  
coming demographic forces and set  
our institutions on paths to fulfill  
our important roles within American  
higher education.



Advancing the Liberal Arts in    the Face of Demographic Change
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results—called the Higher Education Demand 
Index (HEDI)—provide a more nuanced picture 
of how higher education demand might be 
expected to develop in the decade ahead.

The maps on page 9 present HEDI projections 
of potential demand for four-year institutions 
by state and major metropolitan area from 
2012 to 2029. Separate forecasts show expected 
changes for institutions that U.S. News & World 
Report ranks among the top fifty national colleges 
or universities, a total of one hundred “elite” 
institutions; “national” schools ranked from 
fifty-one to one hundred on those two lists; and 
“regional” colleges and universities ranked 
outside the top one hundred. The resulting 
picture points to deep challenges for most insti-
tutions. Regional institutions can anticipate few 

growing markets, and the 
Northeast is uniformly 
dismal, with each state 
and metropolitan area 
projected to see a decline 
in potential demand of at 
least 15 percent, with an 
average loss of more than 

20 percent. Even this summary of the model’s 
forecasts for regional schools arguably under-
states the coming threat to institutions’ viability. 
First, some submarkets are even worse off. 
Contractions are projected to be particularly 
large in nonmetropolitan New England (down 
29 percent), Cleveland (24 percent), Pittsburgh 
(27 percent), and Detroit (31 percent). More-
over, the echo of the financial crisis creates an 
abrupt contraction: in the four years from 2025 
to 2029, the forecasted number of students 
from the Midwest, the Middle Atlantic, and 
New England attending regional four-year 
schools falls by 18 percent.

By comparison, the forecasts for elite schools 
are much more optimistic (with those for national 
schools somewhere in between). However, even 
though the number of students with demo-
graphic markers associated with attending elite 
institutions is expected to increase through most 
of the country, the Northeast will still likely see 
fewer such students. What explains the relatively 
more positive projections for elite schools? The 
answer lies in the successes of higher education 
in recent decades. Over the last forty years, the 
share of students who attend college after high 
school graduation has increased from 49 percent 
to 70 percent.7 As a result, future generations of 
parents will be more educated than those in the 
recent past. And parents’ educational attain-
ment is a strong predictor of going to college in 
general and going to elite colleges in particular. 
As a result, the rising trend in parent education 
portends increasing demand for more selective 
forms of education in the future, a force that will 
buoy demand for elite education up to the mid-
2020s, when the weight of the birth dearth 
driven by the financial crisis will offset some of 
the elite institutions’ demand growth.

The HEDI can also tell us about the projected 
characteristics of future students. For example, 
the rise in parents’ educational attainment 
mentioned above means that we might expect 
first-generation students to make up a smaller 
share of the student body at all institution 
types. At regional schools, the share of students 
with two parental bachelor’s degrees is expected 
to rise by more than 10 percentage points, 
while the share of students with no parental 
bachelor’s degree falls by more than 5 percentage 
points (though “no parental bachelor’s degree” 
will remain the plurality status, accounting for 
almost half of all students). Moreover, while 
institutions of all types should expect increased 
ethnic/racial diversity, this diversity will largely 
be represented by a rising share of Hispanic 
students at two-year and regional four-year 
schools (up almost 5 percentage points), while 
diversity growth on elite and national campuses 
is likely to reflect increasing numbers of Asian 
American students.

Taken together, HEDI forecasts of regional 
schools—the largest share of institutions—suggest 
deep contraction in total demand, particularly in 
geographic regions with the largest numbers of 
schools, even as the demographic makeup of 
those students continues to evolve toward 
previously underrepresented groups. There is 
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There is some reason to believe 
that private liberal arts colleges 
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who remain in recruitment pools.
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some reason to believe that private liberal arts 
colleges may face a particularly difficult future 
recruiting the students who remain in recruit-
ment pools. In the recent past, Hispanics have 
disproportionately enrolled in public institutions 
and as part-time students.8 These enrollment 
patterns suggest that many liberal arts colleges 
will need to overcome barriers if they are to 
attract students from this increasingly impor-
tant subpopulation. (Fortunately, Hispanic 
enrollments in general and at four-year schools 
in particular have surged in the last decade, 
with the overall attendance rate achieving 
parity with the national average.) 

A more fundamental threat to liberal arts 
colleges may flow from their liberal arts mis-
sions. Michelle R. Weise argues that higher 
education in general, and liberal arts colleges 
in particular, must reconceive the connection 
between education and workplace preparation.9 
If industry doesn’t force this conversation, 
prospective students might. Corey Seemiller and 
Meghan Grace argue that students in Generation 
Z are particularly concerned about the rele-
vance of their education, including how what 
they learn in the classroom can be applied to 
careers.10 The work of Vicki L. Baker, Roger G. 
Baldwin, and Sumedha Makker suggests that 
we can already see the effects of these related 
forces in a trend toward fewer schools with a 
deep commitment to a liberal arts mission.11 
After all, by this accounting, in just twenty 
years, we have witnessed a reduction of almost 
40 percent in the number of liberal arts colleges 
nationwide. In the late 2020s, as the number of 
potential students declines and multiple stake-
holders increasingly press institutions to attend 
to workplace preparation, should we expect an 
amplification of this trend?

Recognizing the arguments that led some to 
these worries, I see reasons to hope for a vibrant 
future for the liberal arts. First, Debra Humphreys 
and Patrick Kelly note that we create a false 
dichotomy when we define a liberal arts education 
in contrast to workplace preparation.12 For 
example, those prepared with a liberal arts 
education match or better their professionally 
trained peers in employment rates and earnings. 
DePauw University has recently embraced the 
career empowerment of the liberal arts degree 
through the DePauw Gold Commitment. 
DePauw guarantees that students who take 
advantage of the university’s programs and 
graduate in four years in good standing will secure 

<-15% -15% to -7.5% -7.5% to -2.5% -2.5% to 2.5% 2.5% to 7.5% >7.5%

<-15% -15% to -7.5% -7.5% to -2.5% -2.5% to 2.5% 2.5% to 7.5% >7.5%

<-15% -15% to -7.5% -7.5% to -2.5% -2.5% to 2.5% 2.5% to 7.5% >7.5%

Forecasted Change in Potential Four-Year College Demand, 
2012–29 by Institution Type

A. Elite

B. National

C. Regional

SOURCE: Nathan D. Grawe, Demographics and the Demand for Higher Education
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employment or acceptance into graduate school. 
Qualifying students who don’t achieve these 
outcomes can either return to DePauw for a 
free term of additional education or the school 
will secure an entry-level professional position. 
As DePauw notes, this commitment is made 
easier by the fact that nearly all DePauw students 
who take advantage of the opportunities of their 
liberal arts education already achieve these 
career objectives.13

But the false dichotomy also works in a second 
and important way. The definition of a “true 
liberal arts college” used by Baker, Baldwin, and 
Makker was proposed by David W. Breneman’s 
seminal essay, “Are We Losing Our Liberal Arts 
Colleges?”14 Breneman’s “60 percent rule” elimi-
nates a large number of schools from what he 
classifies as liberal arts colleges: a school must 
award fewer than 60 percent of its degrees in 
professional fields like business, communica-
tion, education studies, and computer science. 
If a liberal arts education is intended to free 
students by endowing them with a love of 
wisdom and a capacity to learn using tools 
drawn from a range of disciplines, Breneman’s 
60 percent rule makes some sense as a quick 
means to divide data in a research project.  

It does not make as much sense as a tool for 
defining institutional identities. Surely it is 
possible to nurture in students the liberal arts 
ideal through almost any content domain. Just as 
it isn’t what the student thinks as much as how 
the student thinks, it isn’t what the professor 
teaches as much as how the professor teaches. 
For example, Washington and Lee University’s 
degree in business administration likely explains 
its exclusion from Breneman’s list of liberal arts 
institutions. But the program’s design and website 
description—teaching students to connect 
theory and practice using critical-thinking skills 
while recognizing insights from other fields “and 
[the] importance of serving society with vision 
and integrity”—would feel very familiar to many 
advocates of the liberal arts.15 Similarly, while 
Ohio Wesleyan University’s new degree in 
computational neuroscience might run afoul of 
some definitions of the liberal arts due to the 
subject matter’s practical value, the inherently 
multidisciplinary approach to complex problems 
feels at home in the liberal arts tradition.

While some scholars argue that liberal arts 
schools have declined in number as institutions 
re-envision the meaning of their missions,16 
Melissa Tarrant, Nathaniel Bray, and Stephen 

Carleton College
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Katsinas interpret the same data as evidence of 
the incredible resilience of small colleges as 
they have adapted to changing environments.17 
And adapt we must. Already, schools in the 
Northeast are experiencing the negative effects 
of declining birthrates. While we are fortunate 
in higher education to have an eighteen-year 
lead time on such market forces, the front edge 
of the birth dearth initiated by the financial crisis 
is now just eight years away. Whether we articu-
late the value of traditional liberal arts degrees, 
add programs that press the boundaries of that 
tradition, implement radical cost savings, or have 
some other response, one thing is clear: the demo-
graphic challenges on the horizon are significant 
and call for considered actions. Doing nothing 
seems like a very risky strategy. By making 
deliberate choices today, we have an opportunity 
to face coming demographic forces and set our 
institutions on paths to fulfill our important roles 
within American higher education. n

To respond to this article, email liberaled@aacu.org 
with the author’s name on the subject line.

NOTES
1. Melissa Tarrant, Nathaniel Bray, and Stephen Katsinas, 
“The Invisible Colleges Revisited: An Empirical Review,” 
Journal of Higher Education 89, no. 3 (December 2017): 
341–67.
2. Vicki L. Baker, Roger G. Baldwin, and Sumedha 
Makker, “Where Are They Now? Revisiting Breneman’s 
Study of Liberal Arts Colleges,” Liberal Education 98, 
no. 3 (Summer 2012): 48–53.
3. Baker, Baldwin, and Makker, “Where Are They Now?”
4. Nathan D. Grawe, Demographics and the Demand for 
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as chrOnicled elsewhere in this issue of 
Liberal Education, higher education broadly and 
liberal arts institutions specifically are experi-
encing a range of critical challenges, not the 

least of which are shifts 
in what today’s under-
graduates choose for 
their major. For in-
stance, data from the 
Integrated Postsecond-
ary Education Data 
System (IPEDS) reveal 
that, since 2008, there 

has been a precipitous decline in the number of 
students choosing the humanities as their major 
(see the graph on page 14).1 It has been theo-
rized that “students fled the humanities after the 
financial crisis because they became more fear-
ful of the job market,”2 but that ultimately raises 
questions regarding what really matters to em-
ployers, what curricular choices faculty and 
administrators should make on their campuses, 
and how students should position themselves to 
be best educated in light of employment trends 
and employer expectations. In the summer of 
2018, two key reports regarding employer expec-
tations were released by (1) the Strada Institute 

for the Future of Work and Burning Glass 
Technologies and (2) Handshake.3 Among  
the conclusions from these reports were that 
“the skill sets of graduates—rather than their 
major—might matter most in hiring.”4 As 2018 
concluded, the Strada Institute for the Future of 
Work surmised that “most of the current litera-
ture on the future of work underscores this 
growing need for human skills such as flexibility, 
mental agility, ethics, resilience, systems thinking, 
communication, and critical thinking.”5

With the economic downturn in 2008, the 
Association of American Colleges and Universities 
(AAC&U) began commissioning national surveys 
and focus groups to examine trends related to 
college graduates and the most important learning 
experiences and outcomes they need to success-
fully navigate the global economy.6 Employer 
surveys have consistently been at the heart of this 
work. Jeffrey J. Selingo has posited that the Great 
Recession forever changed the job market for 
new graduates, and indeed, AAC&U’s research 
echoes many of those perceptions.7 For instance, 
in 2013, 91 percent of employers said that the 
challenges their employees face are more complex 
than they were in the past, and 93 percent 
reported that they were asking employees to 
“take on more responsibilities and to use a broader 
set of skills than in the past.”8 That same year, 
93 percent of employers also agreed that “a candi-
date’s demonstrated capacity to think critically, 
communicate clearly, and solve complex problems 
[was] more important than their undergraduate 
major.”9 That perception continues to be the case 
in more recent employment reports. 

Colleges and disciplines should highlight 
the specific skills engendered by  
study at their institution or in their field 
and how those skills map to current 
employer expectations.

C. EDWARD WATSON is chief information officer and 
associate vice president for quality, pedagogy, and 
LEAP initiatives at the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities. KATHRYNE DREZEK 

MCCONNELL is assistant vice president for research 
and assessment at the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities.
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Ten years after the Great Recession, AAC&U’s 
latest round of employer surveys sought to better 
understand the specifics and nuances of what 
really matters for employment for new college 
graduates. Conducted from May 17 to June 1, 
2018, this round of employer research not only 
surveyed chief executive officers, presidents, 
and/or other “C-suite” executives (e.g., chief 
operating officers) but also included a parallel 
survey of nonexecutive hiring managers, in part 
to determine if there is a significant disconnect 
between the perceptions and expectations of 
C-suite executives and those who are actually 
charged with evaluating candidates for positions. 
The findings match well with data emerging 
from other reports and are consistent with trends 
observed in AAC&U’s 2013 report.

Specifically, the 2018 survey found that 
“when hiring recent graduates, business execu-
tives and hiring managers place a high priority on 
demonstrated proficiency in a variety of skill 
and knowledge areas that cut across majors.”11 
For example, the ability to effectively communi-
cate orally was rated as the most desired skill by 
both groups. Hiring managers also reported 
that ethical judgment and decision-making, 
the ability to work in teams, and the ability to 
apply knowledge in real-world settings were 
very important skills they were seeking in recent 
college graduates. This is similar to the top-rated 
skills by business executives, who included 
critical thinking and analytical reasoning, as well 
as the ability to work independently, among their 

most highly sought attributes. (The top graph 
on page 15 summarizes the skills valued most 
highly by both groups of respondents.) It is 
important to note that those who actually perform 
the task of hiring graduates from our institutions 
value these skills even more than executives. 

Employers are also in search of job candidates 
who have had specific educational experiences 
that serve to develop desirable skills and prepare 
new hires for success in their positions (see the 
bottom graph on page 15). At the top of the list, 
both hiring managers and business executives 
reported that they would be much more likely 
to hire candidates who had experience through 
an internship or apprenticeship with a company 
or organization. Hiring managers also value a 
range of experiential learning opportunities, 
such as service learning, undergraduate research, 
and community engagement projects with diverse 
populations. In addition to community engage-
ment and undergraduate research, business 
executives would be much more likely to hire 
candidates who participated in writing-intensive 
courses or completed advanced senior projects 
such as a thesis. Many of the common attributes 
of these experiences are that they provide grad-
uates with learning opportunities that either 
closely mirror real-world experiences or indeed 
actually occur within real-world settings. 

Unpublished qualitative responses from 
AAC&U’s 2018 employer survey provide a richer 
picture regarding what employers seek in recent 
college graduates. All survey respondents were 

Source: Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
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Learning Priorities of Executives and Hiring Managers, 2018

Very Important* Skills for Recent College Graduates

Experiences Valued by Employers, 2018 

Much More Likely to Hire Recent Graduates with This Experience

Able to effectively 
communicate orally

Critical thinking/ 
analytical reasoning

Ethical judgement  
and decision-making

Able to work  
effectively in teams

Able to work independently 
(prioritize, manage time)

Self-motivated, initiative,  
proactive: ideas/solutions

Able to communicate  
effectively in writing

Can apply knowledge/skills  
to real-world settings

Internship/apprenticeship  
with a company  
or organization
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with people from different  

backgrounds/cultures

Multiple courses  
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32%

16%

Much/
Somewhat
more likely



16   L i b e r a L ed u cat i o n  Fa L L 2018

 
F

E
A

T
U

R
E

D
 

C
O

N
T

E
N

T provided the opportunity to state, in their own 
words, what they see as the overall value of a 
college degree. A large number of responses 
validated previously stated desires for hiring 
recent graduates that possess crosscutting, 
higher-order skills. Many responses echoed the 
sentiments expressed by one C-suite executive 
who shared that a college degree “is extremely 
important irregardless [sic] of the job [students] 
seek. A college education benefits graduates in 
the workplace by teaching them critical-thinking 
skills, teamwork, and collaboration, all of which 
are imperative to success in the workplace.”

Interestingly, both hiring managers and 
C-suite executives also indicated that beyond 
these skills, the completion of a college degree 
served as evidence of a job candidate’s work ethic, 
sense of purpose, and self-efficacy. For example, 
one hiring manager shared that attaining a 
college degree “shows that you have the drive to 
start and finish something and that you have the 

knowledge required to 
advance in the workplace.” 
Another stated that not only 
does a college education help 
provide a student with 
“advanced knowledge,” the 
degree also represents “the 
beginning of business disci-
pline. It structures an indi-

vidual to perform at their best. It sets goals that 
are very needed. It sets a platform of knowledge 
and understanding.” Another hiring manager 
expressed that “having a college degree or 
credential means, at the minimum, that the 
person was able to represent him/herself in an 
application, could understand the rules and 
expectations of enrolling/completing course-
work, had the tenacity to overcome challenges, 
and had the persistence to see the experience 
through to completion.” Offering a cautionary 
note to higher education, one hiring manager 
argued that skill development in higher education 
“is not the issue; colleges and universities do 
well” in this arena. Instead, this hiring manager 
asserted that “it’s career and professional expec-
tations that are the issue” for today’s graduates, 
and that helping students understand and live 
up to these expectations is where colleges and 
universities are falling short.

The range of responses from C-suite exec-
utives and hiring managers demonstrated that 
they see “employability” as a nuanced concept, one 
that transcends any single major or discipline. 

A response from a C-suite executive aptly 
illustrates this point:

I think earning a college degree means that 
an individual has made a commitment to 
learn how to analyze problems and think at 
a higher level than those with just a high 
school diploma. It means they have learned 
how to set goals, manage their time, and 
work in a group to achieve a common goal. 
It also means they have honed their skills in 
presenting their ideas orally and in writing. 
All of these skills make them valuable as a 
team member in accomplishing the goals of 
the company they work for. These skills are 
extremely valuable in their work life as well 
as their personal life.

Key opportunities
Benjamin Schmidt suggests that “students aren’t 
fleeing degrees with poor job prospects. They’re 
fleeing humanities and related fields specifically 
because they think they have poor job pros-
pects.”12 However, data from multiple sources 
regarding employer expectations suggest that 

Responses from C-suite  
executives and hiring managers 
demonstrated that they see 
“employability” as a nuanced 
concept, one that transcends  
any single major or discipline.

Carleton College
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by a college education in general, and study in 
those fields specifically, are ideally suited for 
the needs and expectations of employers today 
and into the foreseeable future. Key opportunities 
emerge as a result of these findings: 
1. In addition to content knowledge and the 

general value of a college degree, when 
communicating with prospective students, 
colleges and disciplines should highlight the 
specific skills engendered by study at their 
institution or in their field and how those 
skills map to current employer expectations.

2. Recognizing the outcomes and experiences 
sought by employers, these findings provide 
direction for curricular reform efforts, in-
cluding work within the major as well as 
general education. 

3. As students approach graduation and pre-
pare for the job market, advisors, career 
services professionals, and mentors should 
help students articulate the skills they possess 
that are most sought by employers as well 
as highlight the educational experiences 
that would increase a candidate’s probabil-
ity of being hired. Guidance regarding how 
to best leverage career search tools, includ-
ing the appropriate and meaningful appli-
cation of ePortfolios, should be part of this 
career preparation.

4. There are significant opportunities for colleges 
and universities to make it clearer to employ-
ers, using the language of employers, what skills 
their graduates possess upon graduation.13 
This “translation chasm” is so significant 
that several new companies have emerged 
to facilitate these processes.14 
Although launched in 2005, AAC&U’s Liberal 

Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) initia-
tive is more relevant today than ever, as the 
LEAP Essential Learning Outcomes (and the 
high-impact educational practices that help 
students achieve these outcomes) closely align 
with the findings of these multiple employer 
research studies. n

To respond to this article, email liberaled@aacu.org 
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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a MOOdy’s investOr service rePOrt in 2015 shocked many in higher education by predict-
ing institutional closures would outpace mergers. The report also highlighted financial 
struggles, including that “small colleges with a sustained three-year growth rate of less than 
2 percent increased fivefold, to 50 percent, from 2006 to 2014.”1 

Instigating fears further, Clay Christensen predicted half of colleges 
and universities would go bankrupt or close within a decade.2  
Each year brings more financial trouble: a quarter of all private nonprofit 
institutions experienced deficits in 2017.3 More than two-thirds 
(68 percent) of financial officers at four-year private colleges 
reported their tuition discount rate was unsustainable.4 The National 
Association of College and University Business Officers (NACUBO) 
estimated average discount rates for first-time, full-time freshmen 

students attending four-year private, nonprofit colleges was 49.1 percent in 2016–17,5 and 
preliminary estimates for 2017–18 indicate a 49.9 percent discount rate.6 

Variables identified as predictors of closures and mergers include unsustainable tuition dis-
counts, frail endowments and lackluster fundraising, enrollments of fewer than one thousand 
students, missions misaligned with diversifying student demographics, and rural campus envi-
ronments.7 Will these variables lead to closures and provoke similar institutions to consider 
mergers?8 Moody’s 2015 prediction has yet to occur,9 and this issue of Liberal Education examines a 
sample of new ideas and attempts to restructure institutions. 

The following table briefly summarizes institutional interventions, many implemented to 
forestall a closure or merger and to help expand financial security.10 This list was compiled by 
analyzing published reports and, in some cases, cross-checked with a list of institutional closures 
from the US Department of Education’s Federal Student Aid (FSA) office.11 FSA records are 
compiled from institutional self-reporting and do not always account for sudden changes. 
References for this introduction and the table can be found on the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities website: www.aacu.org/liberaleducation/2018/fall/zimmerman.

More than two-thirds of financial  
officers at four-year private colleges 
reported their tuition discount rate  
was unsustainable.

BETHANY ZIMMERMAN is a program coordinator in the office of Quality, Curriculum, and Assessment at 
the Association of American Colleges and Universities.
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Carnegie ID By the Numbers What Happened?

Bacc. Arts & Sci. 
Private, Not-for-Profit*

Nearly 90% of its $4.5M income in 2015 came from 
church.

Closure after subsidies from church failed.

Bacc. Div. Fields 
Private, Not-for-Profit

As 1 of 10 campuses in the system, it received more than 
44% of total subsidies from the system’s governing body.

Closure after additional subsidy from  
university system failed.

Bacc. Div. Fields 
Private, Not-for-Profit

In FY15, revenue decreased by $2.1M from $11.4M; in 
FY14, it had $7.5M in debt before sales of campus land. 
Alumni aimed to open a new college in 2018.

Closure after eliminating sports teams  
and selling campus land for revenue.

Bacc. Assoc. Dominant
Private, Not-for-Profit

In FY13, 85% of first-year students received aid, with an 
average grant of $5,600 for $16,500 annual tuition.

Closure after 4-year degree program  
failed to boost enrollment.

Master Lg. Pgrm. 
Private, Not-for-Profit

Budgeted $1.2M revenue in FY18. Closure when partnership with another 
school failed to materialize.

Spec. Focus 4y Arts 
Private, For-Profit

$11M bankruptcy claims: $242,000 unpaid taxes,  
$198,000 fees, $109,000 utilities, $75,000 rent, and 
$54,000 for housing.

Closure after cofounder’s loan of $1.33M  
did not resolve debt needs.

Spec. Focus 4y Arts 
Private, Not-for-Profit

$7M real-estate debt from 11 buildings; current year’s 
budget was cut $900,000 from previous year’s.

Closure by 2020 after $2.5M campus rehab 
was abandoned.

Bacc. Div. Fields 
Private, Not-for-Profit

US Department of Agriculture denied loan application. Closure because without a loan,  
sustainability was not possible.

Bacc. Div. Fields 
Private, Not-for-Profit

Enrollment declined by 24% from 2012 to 2016 and had a 
10% budget gap.

Closure after enrollment continued to 
decline since 2012.

Master Md. Pgrm. +
Bacc. Div. Fields
Private, Not-for-Profit (both)

One institution’s endowment valued at $15.6M; the other’s 
is $45M. Students from closed institution filing class-action 
lawsuit against school.

Failed merger after recognizing pooled 
finances could not support transition costs. 
Institution with smaller endowment closed.

Spec. Focus Inst. Arts* + 
Master Lg. Pgrm.
Private, Not-for-Profit (both)

Spec. Focus Inst. enrolled 139 students as of fall 2017; now 
considering nondegree options and received $1.1M from 
benefactor.

Failed merger after enrollment as a new 
college could not be sustained.

Master Lg. Pgrm. Public + 
Spec. Focus 4y Arts
Private, Not-for-Profit

$1M in fundraising annually at Spec. Focus institution was 
unsuccessful for merger, but new president aims to invest 
in new programs after merger discussions ended.

Failed merger once potential of monetary 
loss for Master Lg. Pgrm. institution out-
weighed benefits of merger.

Spec. Focus Inst. Arts* + 
Doc. Univ. Highest Research 
Private, Not-for-Profit (both)

Doc. Univ. absorbed 550 students, yet students say tuition 
costs contribute to their dissatisfaction.

Merger after Spec. Focus Inst. laid off 150+ 
employees; failed to offset deficits.

Master Md. Pgrm. + Doc. 
Univ. Highest Research 
Private, Not-for-Profit (both)

72 staff and 39 full- and part-time faculty lost jobs. Merger with new school of education.

Bacc. Arts & Sci.**
Private, Not-for-Profit

FY17: Staff earning more than $40,000 took 10 days of 
unpaid leave. Revenue ($15.9M) relied on donations.

Reopened after curriculum redesign and 
alumni bought college.

Spec. Focus 4y Health 
Profession 
Private, Not-for-Profit

FY17, deficit $1.9M on $12.7M budget. Drained endow-
ment from $10.4M as of June 2015 to $5M at the end of 
June 2016.

Restructured by cutting degrees and housing, 
laying off staff, and not accepting federal 
funding.

Doc. Univ. Higher Research 
Private, Not-for-Profit

Increased tuition and decreased financial aid and course 
offerings due to worsening job market.

Restructured with layoffs and ending  
philosophy PhD and MA programs.

Continued on the next page
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Carnegie ID By the Numbers What Happened?

Doc. Univ. Moderate Research 
Private, Not-for-Profit

Reductions for FY19 in administrative and support expenses 
to invest in growth, including a scholarship program for 
public school graduates.

Restructured by laying off 3.5% of  
1,795 nonfaculty workers. 

Bacc. Arts & Sci.
Private, Not-for-Profit

Between FY13 and FY18, net cash outflow exceeded inflow 
by $47M.

Restructured by offering new courses and 
programs; cut football program until 2020.

Bacc. Arts & Sci.
Private, Not-for-Profit

Reduced salary budget by $2M through retirements and 
providing voluntary separation incentives.

Restructured by eliminating 9 low-enrollment 
majors.

Bacc. Arts & Sci.
Private, Not-for-Profit

Faculty members lost jobs, including 2 tenured,  
2 tenure-track, 1 contract, and 1 visiting faculty member. 
Closed $1.2M gap in $30M budget.

Restructured after discontinuing majors that 
were replaced by interdisciplinary major.

Bacc. Arts & Sci.
Private, Not-for-Profit

Accrediting agency urged to end borrowing. Operating 
budgets in FY14 and FY15 were in the red by $139,000 
and $930,000, respectively.

Restructured by suspending programs,  
offering 3-year BA option, and selling 
campus land.

Doc. Research Univ.*
Private, Not-for-Profit

From 2008 to 2013, first-year enrollment was 824. University 
admits 83% of applicants, 12% attend, less than half graduate.

Restructured by opening new college of veteri-
nary medicine (despite faculty opposition).

Doc. Univ. Higher Research 
Private, Not-for-Profit

$133M operating budget: eliminated 25 full-time staff and 
moved 5 others to part-time. Placed on probation by 
accreditation agency for 1 year.

Restructured after laying off 6% of full-time 
employees and curbing benefits.

Master Lg. Pgrm.
Private, Not-for-Profit

Cut expense budget from $25M several years ago to $20M 
in 2016. Deficits persisted in FY17 with a $4M deficit. 
Received $50M gift from Kresge Foundation for new 
education model.

Restructured by ending undergrad programs, 
accepting loans, and laying off 44 full-time 
and 4 part-time faculty.

Bacc. Arts & Sci.
Private, Not-for-Profit

Did not specify how many of 1,100 job positions were 
affected; recently announced new hires.

Restructured by utilizing incentive-based 
separation plans.

Doc. Univ. Highest Research 
Private, Not-for-Profit

80 administration staff laid off and office expenses reduced 
by 10%. Despite significant fundraising, law school recently 
cut positions.

Restructured by cutting administrative staff 
and lecture faculty and reducing nonsalary 
expenses.

Bacc. Arts & Sci.
Private, Not-for-Profit

$1.5M budget error led to layoffs; some donors threatened 
to pull support.

Restructured after laying off 13 employees.

Master Lg. Pgrm.
Private, Not-for-Profit

$2.5M in losses (FYs 14 and 15). Cash investments 
dropped from $6.6M in 2012 to $5M in 2015; recently 
settled $1.3M fraud lawsuit.

Restructured by leasing campus land, offer-
ing new online and graduate programs, and 
transitioning to a 2-year model.

Bacc. Arts & Sci.
Private, Not-for-Profit

Cut approximately half of majors (33 to 17). 10 tenured 
or tenure-track faculty were affected. Earned accreditor’s 
“warning status.” Recently announced $260M in new 
investments.

Restructured after curriculum redesign and 
laying off 10% of faculty.

Doc. Univ. Highest Research 
Public

The 2018 freshman class of 4,696 students represented an 
increase of 13.1% from 2017; saw 87.3% return.

Restructured after eliminating 185 jobs 
from payroll and not filling vacancies.

Doc. Univ. Highest Research 
Public

Lost $36M per year and spent almost $70M annually on 
debt service; recently announced $2.12B budget with 
operating loss of $14.5M for 1 campus.

Restructured by laying off 6 administrators 
reporting to president.

Master Md. Pgrm.
Private, Not-for-Profit

Balanced $30M annual budget. In FY15, had less than 
$12.1M in tax-exempt bond liabilities.

Restructured after selling campus land and 
promoting early retirement of 40 out of  
400 employees.
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KEY TO TABLE ON PAGES 19 AND 20

** Carnegie 2005

* Carnegie 2010

All others Carnegie 2015

Bacc. Arts & Sci.—Baccalaureate Colleges: Arts & Sciences Focus

Bacc. Div. Fields—Baccalaureate Colleges: Diverse Fields Focus

Bacc. Assoc. Dominant—Baccalaureate Colleges: Associate Degree Dominant

Spec. Focus 4y Arts—Special Focus Four-Year: Arts, Music & Design Schools

Spec. Focus 4y Health Profession—Special Focus Four-Year: Other Health Professions Schools

Spec. Focus Inst. Arts—Special Focus Institutions: Arts, Music & Design Schools

Master Md. Pgrm.—Master’s Colleges: Medium Programs

Master Lg. Pgrm.—Master’s Colleges: Large Programs

Doc. Research Univ.—Doctoral Research University

Doc. Univ. Moderate Research—Doctoral Universities: Moderate Research Activity

Doc. Univ. Higher Research—Doctoral Universities: Higher Research Activity

Doc. Univ. Highest Research—Doctoral Universities: Highest Research Activity

+ In cases involving multiple institutions, Carnegie classifications are separated by the plus sign.
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The earlier in students’ college careers 
that learning is applied in a meaningful 
context, the more relevant they  
will find the body of knowledge and  
the ways of knowing that we now call  
“liberal education.” 

MARYANN BAENNINGER is president of Drew 
University.

as a veteran university President of fifteen 
years, I’ve welcomed thousands of prospective 
students and their parents to Saturday recruitment 
days. But I couldn’t sleep last night, ruminating 
over welcoming remarks I was scheduled to give 
this morning. My shtick in these speeches has 
changed over time, but only on the margins, 
evolving from “Why the liberal arts?” to “Expe-

riential education 
thrives in the liberal 
arts environment” or 
“We prepare you for 
any career, not just 
your first career.” And 
my inaugural addresses 
for two presidencies at 
the College of Saint 
Benedict and Drew 

University echoed the same themes: “The key 
imperatives of a liberal arts education are reflec-
tion, inspiration, connection, openness, and 
action,” and then, ten years later, “Drew Univer-
sity prepares students in the real world, not just 
for the real world.”

I believe the evangelical and didactic rhetoric 
that liberal education is about action and agency. 
But until now my descriptions have held up 
“liberal arts” as an ideal education, and my 
talking points were designed to convince the 
disbelievers. More recently, I’ve wondered about 
the adequacy of our descriptions. Take a look 
at the flat, banal Wikipedia entry on “liberal 
arts college” while reflecting on the fact that it 
is the first hit in a Google search for those 
words. In the Wikipedia entry, salient attri-
butes of liberal arts colleges include smallness 

(something my own institution’s research 
shows that students generally don’t want), that 
we require discussion in classes (how exciting), 
and that our curricular “distinctiveness . . . is 
somewhat eroded.”1

So, as I lay awake ruminating about my 
welcoming remarks, I decided that for the first 
time I was not going to mention “liberal arts,” 
nor was I going to attempt to educate or to 
convince my audience that liberal arts colleges are 
superior options. Instead, I was preparing to simply 
describe our students’ experiences, ones that bear 
no resemblance to the Wikipedia entry.

This isn’t about eschewing Drew University’s 
identity. The epitome of a liberal arts college, 
we offer no undergraduate programs leading 
directly to specific careers or professions, despite 
a near perfect record of our graduates being 
situated in jobs or graduate school six months 
after graduation. Students major, double major, 
and minor in classic liberal arts disciplines, 
and we value and require broad and deep expo-
sure to the arts, sciences, social sciences, and 
humanities for all of our students, regardless of 
major. Nevertheless, the phrases “liberal arts 
college,” “inside and outside the classroom,” and 
“curricular and extracurricular” don’t do justice 
to the integrative and immersive experiences 
that characterize our students’ educations. 

Worse than these banal definitions is that 
the very concept of the liberal arts is a Rorschach 
test for misguided notions ranging from the 
political (we teach liberal politics) to the 
mythological (our students don’t get jobs) and 
the hyperbolic (one can’t live a full life with-
out experiencing a liberal arts education). The 
veracity or the divergence of these viewpoints 
doesn’t matter; they are indelible for those 
who espouse them.

The End of “Extracurricular” 

Learning Everywhere
M ARYA N N  BAE N N I NG E R



Drew University
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tion have also placed liberal education in the 
crosshairs of many debates about cost, student 
loan debt, merit-based versus need-based aid, 
online learning, and massive open online courses. 
These debates have distracted us from thinking 
about what has changed about how our students 
learn and from deeply reflecting on what society 
needs from a college-educated citizenry and 
workforce. We’ve been on the defensive, and 
it’s time to turn the tables.

This will require understanding how our 
students and the world of work have evolved, 
reflection on how we have adapted to those 
needs, and evaluation of where we still need to 
adapt. The place to start to understand the 
potential for reinventing our institutions is the 
astounding evolution and growth of the set of 
experiences that the Association of American 

Colleges and Universities 
calls high-impact practices, 
a subset of which are 
often grouped under the 
umbrella of experiential 
learning.2

While there is almost 
universal acknowledg-
ment among educators 
that these experiences are 
important, we continue to 

describe them as add-ons, the icing on the cake: 
a liberal arts education is classroom education 
in the major and general education, plus “outside 
the classroom” experiences, high-impact practices, 
and/or residential life and community experi-
ences. This additive, unintegrated description 
has held us back and excused us from thinking 
strategically about a new model.

For many years, while we’ve been touting 
and cumulating these high-impact experiences 
for our students in a relatively nonstrategic way, 
a quiet revolution has been happening. These 
experiences not only became de rigueur, they also 
transformed themselves over time from peripheral 
to central and from additive to integral:
• Undergraduate research, an accepted peda-

gogical approach, became, well, simply re-
search. At Drew University, students are 
working as collaborators with our professors 
and a group of retired industry scientists on 
several drug discovery projects, they are 
contributing to the understanding of the 
mechanisms behind diseases like HIV and 
Alzheimer’s, and they are key researchers on 

several projects in the digital humanities 
supported by the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation.

• Service learning moved from volunteering to 
research and nonprofit management support 
in reciprocal settings where the lines be-
tween the volunteer and recipient are oblit-
erated. There is no giver and no receiver 
but rather partnerships that result in untold 
benefits for all parties involved.

• Study abroad evolved, first from the college-
sponsored version of the grand tour to 
coursework in different countries and cultures, 
and then to place-based intensive research, 
nonprofit, or business collaborations that offer 
the talents and skills of our students in ex-
change for opportunities to study phenomena 
unique to particular geopolitical, corporate, 
or cultural environments.

• Internships evolved from grunt work at worst, 
and a window into a profession or industry at 
best, to symbiotic partnerships in which our 
students’ twenty-first-century skills are valued 
for the innovative practices or technological 
knowledge they can bring to an organization.

• And in the arts, our students are no longer 
observers and appreciators but creators. For 
example, Drew’s theater and dance students 
worked with an Emmy Award–winning 
screenwriter, alumnus Kevin Murphy, to 
produce, direct, and stage a musical produc-
tion of Heathers on our campus.3 They then 
spent the next two semesters in the collab-
orative development of a theater production 
with an internationally renowned theater 
company. The production debuted in New York 
and then came to Drew.
Perhaps the most salient example I can give 

of student work in the real world is the story 
of one of our students, Mallory Mortillaro, 
who discovered a long-lost Rodin sculpture in 
Drew’s hometown of Madison, New Jersey.  
A local foundation trusted with the upkeep 
and preservation of a historic building commis-
sioned Mortillaro, instead of a professional,  
to catalog the art collection in the building. 
After noticing Rodin’s signature on the sculp-
ture, Mortillaro persisted in her research, 
despite affectionate doubts from those around 
her, and eventually convinced one of the 
world’s foremost authorities on Rodin to travel 
from Paris to see her find. The rest is history, 
and Rodin’s bust of Napoleon is now on loan 
to the Philadelphia Museum of Art.4

We’ve been on the defensive,  
and it’s time to turn the tables.
This will require understanding 
how our students and the world 
of work have evolved, reflection 
on how we have adapted to 
those needs, and evaluation of 
where we still need to adapt.
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In short, the distinction between what and 
how our students learn and their transforma-
tions from students to professional contributors 
to knowledge, society, and corporate activity is 
happily blurry. The earlier in students’ college 
careers that learning is applied in a meaningful 
context, the more relevant they will find the 
body of knowledge and the ways of knowing 
that we now call “liberal education.” And 
while it continues to be true that the “soft skills” 
associated with a liberal arts education are 
highly valued in hiring, when employers are 
asked to choose between two qualified candi-
dates, the most influential factors are an intern-
ship in the particular company or within the 
target industry.5

As a sector, liberal arts colleges are not known 
for providing industry-focused experiences.  
If we are to describe a liberal education as an 
immersive education that fosters not only soft 
skills but also industry-specific skills, how do 
we grow into this new identity? What are the 
challenges and imperatives we face in solidify-
ing this identity and communicating it, and 

more important, for sustaining and growing 
authentic student experiences around it?

First, we need to think more clearly and 
strategically about postcollege planning, what 
that means, and how to blend it seamlessly into 
the experience of all students, regardless of 
their intended careers. We need to consciously 
distinguish between robust preparation to 
make the transition after college and merely 
adding career-specific majors. The former will 
make our graduates more marketable and more 
desirable for leadership positions, and it will help 
them get their first job; the latter will only 
help them get their first job. 

Second, we need to ensure that immersive 
experiences are universal for our students, regard-
less of their individual economic circumstances 
and their academic majors. This is the most 
important imperative: our strengths must impact 
each and every one of our students.

Third, we must reconsider the role of general 
education in preparing students for careers and 
professions. If, as is the case at my university, 
students need not be coaxed to take courses in a 

Drew University
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breadth of traditional liberal arts and sciences 
disciplines, we can flip the matrix on general 
education and use it as the curricular and expe-
riential glue between the major and postcollege 
preparation. A course focused on solving 

“wicked problems,” 
for instance, can 
incorporate ways of 
knowing from several 
disciplines.

Fourth, we must 
be willing and eager 
to bring industry-

related training—certifications and other mod-
ular learning opportunities—to our students as 
curricular supplements. Ideally, these pro-
grams—ranging from industry certifications 
that students wouldn’t normally complete until 
after they are employed to intense and com-
pacted miniminors and microdegrees—are 
offered in partnership with industry sectors 
that need such credentials in their workforce. 

In my opinion, this is the best way to combine 
liberal education with immediately marketable 
skills, making students even more competitive 
for the first job and equipped for success as their 
career evolves. For example, while the field of 
cybersecurity needs coders and other practitioners, 
it also needs managers capable of leading their 
corporations in cyber risk management and 
human factors (human-caused error) training on 
resisting cyberattacks. A crash course in informa-
tion security would make an ideal miniminor for 
a student majoring in the liberal arts.

Fifth, we need to blow up the classic formula-
tion of the career center and its traditional role 
as the direct broker between students and the 
first job. The new approach must incorporate 
immersive experiences as conscious building 
blocks to careers and professional life, focus 
more on reflective documentation of skills 
these experiences build, serve as the facilitator 
for multimentor relationships with students, 
and better exploit an institution’s geography. 

We need to ensure that immersive 
experiences are universal for  
our students, regardless of their 
individual economic circumstances 
and their academic majors.

Drew University



L i b e r a L ed u cat i o n  Fa L L 2018   27

P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

I
V

E
SDrew University, for example, has long used 

nearby New York City as a venue for cultivating 
natural mentors for our students in our New York 
semesters.6 In recent years, we have doubled 
the number of these programs and will continue 
to add more.

Finally, we need to remove the barriers 
between learning in classrooms and student or 
residence life. Our students are inundated with 
social programming and discretionary activities 
that compete for their limited time, but they 
have little strategic connection to the world 
they will encounter after college. Imagine 
instead a student activities program that is tied 
to career-clustered communities like arts and 
media, STEM and health, politics and civic 
responsibility, human behavior, intercultural 
competence, or international relations.

My colleagues and I have spent a year study-
ing how Drew’s historical and academic DNA 
meets the needs of today’s student and where 
those needs form a nexus with the needs of our 
alumni/ae, community and corporate partners, 
parents, and donors. We emerged with an out-
line of a university with a liberal arts curriculum 
that has postcollege career and professional 
planning and mentoring at its core, and where 
student and community engagement (and campus 
traditions) reflect this focus. 

Thus was born Launch, a new career and 
postcollege preparation initiative to be inaugu-
rated with the class entering in fall 2019. Launch 
responds to all of the imperatives I outlined 
above: career self-reflection, postcollege plan-
ning, and, pending faculty final approval, a 
problem-based learning course integrated into 
general education. A new center, already affec-
tionately called the Launch Pad, under single 
leadership reporting to the provost, merges the 
offices and functions that now focus on career 
development, global education and study 
abroad, civic engagement, internships, student 
work and work-study, research involving stu-
dent collaborators, and other immersive prac-
tices. Students and alumni/ae will have access 
to growing numbers of industry certifications 
and microdegrees, chosen to support clusters of 
communities related to careers, industries, and 
cultures. The center will organize, support, and 
train a coalition of mentors from the faculty, 
alumni/ae, staff, and industry and community 
partners around these career clusters. As a 
partnership between academic and student 
affairs, student programming will be redesigned 

to support all of the initiatives above. Last but 
not least, all students will be guaranteed at least 
two immersive experiences.

When I described Launch in my welcome to 
parents and prospective students this morning, 
I said this: Drew University is a dynamic, 
responsive university that puts students’ post-
college professional and personal success at the 
core of everything we do. All students will have 
access to the Launch program and the opportuni-
ties it presents. As our provost, Debra Liebowitz, 
often elaborates, “When you graduate from 
Drew, you will say, ‘I am ready, my education is 
relevant, I am connected, and I am a part of 
Drew’s vast lifelong community.’” n

To respond to this article, email liberaled@aacu.org 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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We already know that tomorrow’s 
students are more likely to be female, 
Hispanic, black, or Asian. What must 
higher education’s responsibility be to  
future generations of our evolving nation?

RONALD A. CRUTCHER is president of the 
University of Richmond.

Toward a  
Thriving and Inclusive  

Intercultural Community

RO NA LD  A.  C RU TC H E R 

Just Over fifty years agO, I began my senior 
year on the bucolic campus of Miami University 
in Oxford, Ohio. By the time of my graduation 
on April 27, 1969, I had been affiliated with 
the university for seven years, having studied 
cello there since the age of fourteen. 

Yet this familiarity did little to quell the 
profound alienation that I felt as a first-year 

student navigating the 
predominantly white 
spaces on campus. 

Miami had about 
ten thousand students 
at the time, only 
eighty of whom were 
African American, 
and only two of whom 

were in my residence hall. For the three years I 
had journeyed to Oxford by bus every Saturday 
morning to study cello with Professor Elizabeth 
Potteiger, I never considered the demographic 
composition of the university, so it came as a 
great surprise to me that I did not feel comfort-
able in my new setting. Significantly, I never 
spoke to anyone about the alienation I felt—not 
my parents, Professor Potteiger, or other students.

In 1903, W. E. B. Du Bois penned these 
prophetic words: “The problem of the twentieth 
century is the problem of the color-line—the 
relation of the darker to the lighter races of 
men in Asia and Africa, in America and the 
islands of the sea.”1

Recent events in our own country and around 
the world have demonstrated that diversity 
and globalism are as much of a challenge for 
the twenty-first century as for the twentieth 

century. It saddens me that students of color 
are still dealing with some of the same issues of 
alienation that I experienced fifty years ago.

I would have thought that by now higher 
education would have learned how to use 
diversity as an educational benefit to change 
the campus culture—in other words, to expand 
representational diversity as a means of ensuring 
that all members of a college community, regard-
less of their race, ethnicity, class, gender, or 
sexual orientation, felt included and thrived. 

So how do we accelerate meaningful change? 
We already know that tomorrow’s students  
are more likely to be female, Hispanic, black, 
or Asian. What must higher education’s 
responsibility be to future generations of our 
evolving nation?

In the United States, higher education and 
democratic ideals have been inextricably 
linked since the nation’s founding. As Thomas 
Jefferson put it, “Educate and inform the whole 
mass of the people. . . . They are the only sure 
reliance for the preservation of our liberty.”2 
Of course, when Jefferson spoke of “the whole 
mass of people” he was referring to white men. 

As our nation grew, so, too, did our commit-
ment to education. In the nineteenth century, 
the government invested in land-grant colleges—
the precursor to many public universities—to 
extend educational opportunity beyond the 
elite and use “scientific methods” to foster 
economic growth. Further expansions in higher 
education, driven by abolitionists and freed 
slaves following emancipation, by the GI Bill 
following World War II, and by the inclusion 
of women and racial minorities later in the 
twentieth century, expanded American demo-
cratic ideals that more fully included the people 
of the nation.



University of Richmond
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sion on Higher Education was very clear that 
“equal opportunity for all persons . . . without 
regard to economic status, race, creed, color, 
sex, national origin, or ancestry is a major goal 
of American democracy.” Echoing Jefferson’s 
earlier writings, the commission noted, “Only 
an informed, thoughtful, tolerant people can 
maintain and develop a free society.”3 

But society has become increasingly critical 
of higher education—and perhaps for good 
reason. Two decades ago, the United States 
ranked first in the world in four-year (tertiary) 
degree attainment among twenty-five-to-
thirty-four-year-olds according to the Organ-
isation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, before dropping perilously for 
decades. In 2009, President Barack Obama 
“sought to stir the nation’s competitive spirit 
with a pledge to retake the lead by 2020,” only 
to watch the United States fall to fourteenth 
in the world in 2011.4

The Obama adminis-
tration’s focus on access 
and affordability enabled 
a rise to tenth place in 
2016, but the pursuit 
remains lofty. The Trump 
administration’s interest 
in merging the Depart-

ments of Education and Labor likely reflects an 
emphasis on workforce development over civic 
engagement, even as the events of Charlottesville, 
Virginia—the site of a deadly rally of white 
supremacists in August 2017—remind us of the 
responsibilities we have to share wisdom that 
promotes greater tolerance and understanding.

So one response of higher education must 
be to continue its essential role in educating 
the citizenry, as there is still much work to be 
done to ensure that our educational institutions 
reach all of those who can benefit from, and 
contribute to, our intellectual communities.

We know that opportunity is central to the 
American narrative, and education is an essen-
tial component of opportunity. Yet all too 
often, access to high-quality higher education 
“remains markedly stratified along racial, ethnic, 
and socioeconomic lines.”5

In 2030, first-generation students and stu-
dents of color will make up 50 percent of those 
graduating from US high schools. While half 
of all people from high-income families possess 
a bachelor’s degree by age twenty-four, just one 

in ten people from low-income families do.6 
Our democracy cannot flourish when education 
is the privilege of the few.

This belief has been reaffirmed by social 
scientists. I often quote from a 2015 New York 
Times article, “Diversity Makes You Brighter,”7 
and the similarly titled Scientific American article, 
“How Diversity Makes Us Smarter.”8 The Times 
article describes the outcomes of an academic 
study in which participants competed in groups to 
find accurate answers to problems. The research-
ers observed the behaviors of homogeneous and 
diverse groups (meaning that diverse groups 
included at least one participant of another 
ethnicity or race). The results were striking. 
Diverse groups were 58 percent more accurate 
than homogeneous groups in solving problems, 
and these contrasts held true in separate studies 
conducted in the United States and in Asia.

Further, the article states, “diversity brought 
cognitive friction that enhanced deliberation.” 
In short, “diversity improves the way people 
think. By disrupting conformity, racial and ethnic 
diversity prompts people to scrutinize facts, think 
more deeply and develop their own opinions.”

The researchers summarized their findings in 
this manner: “Ethnic diversity is like fresh air: 
It benefits everybody who experiences it.”

Why, then, are we not yet using our diversity 
to lift our nation? Because in many ways we are 
actively resisting the very kind of diversity the 
authors describe.

In their emerging intellectual lives, college 
students sometimes cling to familiar social 
structures—engaging only with individuals 
who look or talk like them, consuming media 
that reinforces their own beliefs, or avoiding 
conversations that cause discomfort. 

In these matters, students mimic the behaviors 
of the larger citizenry. In The Big Sort, author 
Bill Bishop examines how Americans increas-
ingly self-select into homogeneous groups. 
Bishop, his partner Robert Cushing (a retired 
sociologist and statistician from the University 
of Texas), and a team of collaborators analyzed 
data such as voting records, family income 
data, and poll numbers to discern the ways in 
which Americans were sorting themselves. 

Bishop found that “by the turn of the twenty-
first century, it seemed as though the country 
was separating in every way conceivable.”9

Where once citizens moved about the United 
States to seek economic opportunity, this  
new migration was encouraged by what Bishop 

There is still much work to be done 
to ensure that our educational 
institutions reach all of those who 
can benefit from, and contribute 
to, our intellectual communities.
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described as “lifestyle choices.” He stated, “We 
have built a country where everyone can choose 
the neighbors (and church and news shows) 
most compatible with his or her lifestyle and 
beliefs. And we are living with the consequences 
of this segregation by way of life: pockets of 
like-minded citizens that have become so 
ideologically inbred that we don’t know, can’t 
understand, and can barely conceive of ‘those 
people’ who live just a few miles away.”10

This is likely one of the reasons the Public 
Religion Research Institute found in its surveys of 
Americans that 75 percent of whites, 65 percent 
of blacks, and 46 percent of Latinx have social 
networks that consist solely of people from their 
own race.11

However comfortable, this kind of sorting 
doesn’t foster the respectful exchange of ideas 
optimal for democratic societies. Yet the college 
campus offers an ideal environment for ques-
tioning existing biases and seeking out people of 
different backgrounds and perspectives. 

Since its founding centuries ago, US higher 
education has relied upon diversity of thought 

and the questioning of truth to advance its shared 
mission. Within our institutions, our faculty and 
students are taught to question received wisdom 
as a means of creating new understanding. 
Within our classrooms and research labs, we 
celebrate ways in which expertise across all lines 
of difference unites to offer solutions to the world’s 
most challenging problems—curing disease, 
growing economies, addressing climate change, 
furthering democracies, and promoting peace.

Beverly Daniel Tatum, president emerita of 
Spelman College and author of Why Are All 
the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?, 
said, “To work effectively as an agent of change 
in a pluralistic society, it is necessary to be able 
to connect with people different from oneself.”12

Indeed, vigorous debate and the contest of 
ideas are central to higher education. Students 
learn best not only when they’re challenged to 
tackle hard questions and engage viewpoints 
different from their own but when they’re taught 
to have these conversations using the potent 
triad of energy, substance, and civility. Institutions 
of higher education are uniquely positioned, 
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and have a unique responsibility, to model this 
kind of substantive and civil disagreement.

Like many institutions, the University of 
Richmond (UR) fosters these discussions in 
myriad ways. Our annual Sharp Viewpoint 
Speakers Series invites participants to share 
diverse perspectives on topics of importance to 
America. This year we will address free speech 

and viewpoint diversity 
in higher education, 
having discussed US 
immigration a year ago. 
We’ve also invited Zach-
ary Wood, author of 
Uncensored: My Life and 
Uncomfortable Conversa-
tions at the Intersection of 
Black and White America, 

to host a student forum on navigating difficult 
conversations. Students are called to actively 
participate in these opportunities and then test 
their views in their classrooms, residence halls, 
and social networks. As well, institutions should 
regularly survey their communities to better 
understand change. We are conducting a campus 
climate survey this academic year, and I look 
forward to seeing how data support or refute 
the assumptions we all inherently make. 

Campuses will also need to leverage the 
diversity that already exists to ensure that our 
graduates don’t continue to sort when they leave. 
At UR, the percentage of US students of color 
has increased from 11 percent in 2007 to 28 
percent in the class of 2022; including interna-
tional students of color, that percentage rises to 
35 percent. Our Pell Grant–eligible cohort was 

only 9 percent in 2007 and has increased to 16 
percent in the class of 2022. The work we are 
doing, and the success we are having, can con-
tribute to important conversations about inclu-
sivity, encourage us to pursue change, and propel 
us all to even greater successes for our students.

At UR, we have made the pursuit of a 
“thriving and inclusive community” one of the 
five pillars of our new strategic plan, “Forging 
Our Future, Building from Strength.” As part 
of our efforts, we established the President’s 
Advisory Committee on Making Excellence 
Inclusive to “examine closely the lived experi-
ences of UR students.” In initial discussions, 
the committee concluded that thriving UR 
students (1) actively engage in their educa-
tional experiences and in the life of the campus, 
(2) recognize and prioritize their health and 
well-being, (3) seek opportunities for intellec-
tual and personal growth and development, (4) 
encounter physical safety and belonging in this 
community, and (5) pursue purposeful profes-
sional and personal experiences after graduation. 
During the 2018–19 academic year, we will be 
developing quantitative and qualitative metrics 
to monitor thriving and inclusion.

Every institution can play a role in creating 
inclusive and intercultural communities where all 
students thrive. UR is one of a small cohort of 
universities that are both need-blind and meet the 
full demonstrated financial need of all of our 
traditional undergraduate students; UR also 
does not consider a family’s ability to pay when 
making admission decisions for US citizens and 
US permanent residents. For Virginia residents 
whose family income is sixty thousand dollars 

In this age of political polarization, 
higher education must remain a 
training ground where we model 
and celebrate the ideals of  
democracy, nurture the free 
exchange of ideas, and see the 
promise in every student.
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for the full cost of tuition, room, and board. This 
has opened UR’s doors to the most capable stu-
dents, regardless of socioeconomic background, 
and has helped double the number of students who 
are the first in their family to attend college—as I 
was in mine. 

We have developed award-winning integrated 
science programs, such as URISE (University 
of Richmond Integrated Science Experience) 
and SMART (Science, Math, and Research 
Training), that support underrepresented stu-
dents with summer programs before their first 
year, close mentoring, faculty-led research, and 
career counseling in STEM disciplines. Through 
the Richmond Guarantee, each undergraduate 
may receive up to four thousand dollars to 
support a faculty-mentored research project or 
an unpaid internship during the summer. 

More than ever before, our country needs 
educated citizens with insights that can come only 
from a firm grounding in intellectual thought that 
is linked to a deep sense of personal and social 
responsibility. In this age of political polarization, 
higher education must remain a training ground 
for them—a place where we model and celebrate 
the ideals of democracy, nurture the free exchange 
of ideas, and see the promise in every student.

For those of us in higher education, this is 
our call to action—to educate and lead the next 
generation of citizens of all backgrounds and 
perspectives, who will work together to harness 
their cognitive friction to solve the challenges 
of their day. Fifty years hence, this is the new 
story we must have told. n 

To respond to this article, email liberaled@aacu.org 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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Outsmarting AI

every student eMbarks on a higher education 
journey with a question: “What do I want to be?” 
The answer, in an economy complicated by 
machine intelligence and rapid automation, is 
necessarily complex. Technology is a catalyst 
that is reconfiguring every profession, from 
finance to medicine to media. Old verities 
about “useful” skills are disappearing into the 
cloud. Many students give the existential ques-
tion “What do I want to be?” a simple response: 

“Employed.” But it’s 
not obvious what 
skills that will require 
in a world in which 
algorithms rule. 

The most helpful 
way forward is to ask, 
What skills and abilities 
are machines unlikely 

to learn in the foreseeable future? These will be 
the skills and abilities that help us outsmart 
artificial intelligence (AI) and maintain our place 
in the professional world, and that students 
should therefore acquire if they hope to adapt 
to a technologically complex economy. In other 
words, are there skills and abilities that are 
likely to be beyond the scope of machine intel-
ligence—at least for many years to come—and 
will lie only within the grasp of human minds?

Our foremost technologists seem to think 
there are. In a 2013 internal study, Google 
determined that the seven most important 
traits for successful employees were what are 
commonly dismissed as “soft” skills—which in 
fact are just the sorts of skills and abilities that 
will be difficult to automate. These skills and 
abilities include: communication, empathy, 

effective coaching, insightfulness into other 
people, critical thinking, problem-solving, and 
making complex connections.1 Far from 
emphasizing purely technical expertise, the 
study suggested that the top employees possessed 
the most “human” skill sets. Of course, these 
are the textbook qualities of successful managers, 
regardless of the industry, but it’s telling that 
the world’s most prominent technology company 
singled them out.

We would further observe that human minds 
display two innate characteristics that no 
machine, regardless of its power, is likely to 
imitate soon. First, humans are exquisitely good 
at modulating what we think and do based on 
specific contexts. Context influences how we 
analyze situations, how we define and approach 
problems, how we make decisions, and how we 
interact with other people. Second, we humans 
are especially good at doing this when we need 
to take into account motivation, emotion, and 
shades of human experience.

One reason that context is so hard for 
machines is that it is open-ended. It’s the nature 
of reality that contexts are infinite and some-
times inscrutable. New dimensions of context 
emerge as the world unfolds (another unex-
pected policy is announced in Washington, 
DC, for example), and thus one cannot antici-
pate every possible context in advance—let 
alone how it will affect decision-making. Deep 
learning in machines works by extracting pat-
terns in existing data sets, but it cannot address 
the full universe of all possible stimuli and 
hence cannot reduce them to data patterns. 
Machines cannot be programmed to cope with 
every possible context.

Moreover, think of what goes into our intui-
tive understanding of other people; a lifetime 
of experience allows us to detect shades of 
expression, nuances of meaning. Emotion plays 

Are there skills and abilities that are 
likely to be beyond the scope of  
machine intelligence—at least for  
many years to come—and will lie only 
within the grasp of human minds?
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a central role in such human affairs, sometimes 
in novel ways. Elements of our current or antici-
pated situations continually interact with our 
knowledge of such factors to guide our analyses 
and decisions.

Interactions among variables (such as those 
that occur when a change in tax laws affects 
the economics of higher education), by their 
very nature, are complicated—in part because 

there are so many of 
them. We need to know 
which interactions are 
important, and here’s 
where we humans have a 
real edge: our brains have 
evolved mechanisms for 
quickly sorting among a 
plethora of constant 

interactions between context and decision-
making—and they do so in part by relying on 
our emotional reactions. Neuroscientists have 
documented that emotion plays a crucial role 
not only in setting our goals but also in guiding 
our decisions and behavior—in part by helping 
us prioritize relevant factors.2 And researchers 
simply don’t understand how emotion affects 
cognition well enough to emulate such processes 
in a machine.

To preserve our human place in the profes-
sional world, education in the twenty-first 
century should focus on developing skills and 

abilities that involve appreciating the effects 
of context, particularly as it bears on human 
emotion, motivation, and experience. Jobs that 
do not require these skills and abilities are most 
likely to fall prey to machines sooner rather 
than later. 

According to a comprehensive study spon-
sored by Pearson Education that focused on 
multiple industries in the United States and 
United Kingdom, skills that will be increasing 
in demand include the ability to educate and 
train people, the ability to coordinate people, 
and originality.3 These are all distinctly “human” 
skills and abilities and require context awareness 
and the ability to read and respond to emotion. 
The skills and abilities that are predicted to be 
in decline—control precision, wrist-finger speed, 
manual dexterity, reaction time, equipment 
maintenance—are all routine, not context-
dependent or connected to distinctly human 
capacities. The importance of soft skills is not 
limited to Google. 

Moreover, it’s not just a question of which 
types of jobs are likely to be automated and 
which types are not. We can parse the respon-
sibilities of many jobs into two types of activities: 
those that can be easily automated and those 
that will be difficult to automate. For example, 
diagnosing illnesses may soon be done by smart 
machines (and probably better than by most 
human physicians), but it is unlikely that 

It is vital for human learners to 
upgrade themselves throughout 
their working lives, engaging  
in sustained, lifelong learning  
as they adapt to the shifting  
technological landscape.
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results of such tests need to be discussed with 
patients and their relatives to consider treat-
ment options. Similarly, machines may soon 
conduct much of the research in legal proceed-
ings, but they are unlikely to be put in charge 
of swaying a jury with an emotionally charged 
closing argument. 

The human difference doesn’t end there. 
Although we can program machines to be 
motivated to do certain things, our best 
attempts to program their motivations to take 
into account context sensitivity and human 
qualities pale beside what humans can do. 
Despite the giant leaps made by machine learn-
ing, artificial intelligences don’t feel the drive 
to pioneer new ventures or the curiosity to 
create new knowledge. Smart machines don’t 
wake up in the morning wanting to solve social 
ills. And even if they did, they wouldn’t know 
how to solve such problems in ways that would 
work for humans.

Clearly, the most valuable human skills and 
abilities will be those that combine context 
sensitivity with an emotional or social element, 
such as cultural agility, empathy, and leadership, 
as well as the ability to ignite a generative spark 
to be creative and entrepreneurial. 

We can help people cultivate their human 
advantages, but this requires a new approach to 
education. Instead of just educating people in 
robotics, we should educate people in what we 
call “humanics,” an integrated curriculum that 
combines a foundation in technical domains with 
human literacies.4 As a baseline, a humanics 
curriculum teaches mathematics, coding, and 
basic engineering principles. It also grounds 
students in data literacy, giving them the ana-
lytical tools to become fully functional actors 
in the digital world. Furthermore, to thrive in 
the human milieu, students study humanities 
and design, acquiring the power to communicate 
well, to think ethically, and to engage with a 
diversity of perspectives. A humanics education 
will equip students to thrive alongside AI, not 
compete with it.

Crucially, a humanics education should be 
cemented through experiential learning—
internships, independent research, global expe-
riences, co-ops, and the like. Immersion in the 
world is the most direct and effective means of 
gaining and practicing context sensitivity. 
Experience catalyzes the suprarational aspects 
of learning, pushing students to respond to 

life’s infinite variety of contexts by leveraging 
their invention, imagination, and mental agility.

Of course, advanced machines are going to 
continue to evolve. But growing AI dictates 
that human intelligence, too, must continue to 
grow. To that end, it is vital for human learners 
to upgrade themselves throughout their working 
lives, engaging in sustained, lifelong learning 
as they adapt to the shifting technological 
landscape. Consequently, higher education will 
have to reorient a large part of its focus toward 
serving working adults, developing customized, 
lifelong learning experiences for people who are 
engaging firsthand with AI in the workplace. 
This will necessitate a significant shift in the 
traditional model of higher education, moving 
lifelong learning from the sidelines to the center 
of the university’s mission. By breaking free of 
disciplinary silos and old-fashioned degree for-
mats, we can offer learners content personalized 
for their immediate needs, delivered on demand. 

Despite the miraculous power of our tech-
nologies, we can outsmart artificial minds, but 
only if we think like human beings. Given an 
education that develops what are likely to 
remain uniquely human skills and abilities for 
many years to come, tomorrow’s students will be 
able to answer questions about what they want 
to be with confidence: “A fully contributing 
human being!” n

To respond to this article, email liberaled@aacu.org 
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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A cooperative popular education  
approach to entrepreneurship resists 
throwing money at the problem and  
instead promotes the role of social and 
economic justice in the mitigation  
and resolution of societal problems.

GI LDA  S H E P PAR D  A N D  A N T HO N Y  Z ARAG O Z A

Adult Education  
and Cooperative 

Entrepreneurialism  
at a Small, Urban, Public  

Liberal Arts College
it was an elegant evening. A black-tie affair—
everyone, children to elders, looked as if dreams 
could come true at any moment. There was a 
sense of confidence, clarity, and appreciation as 

the evening gowns, 
cocktail dresses, tuxedos, 
and brilliantly colored 
suits moved through 
conversations with a 
sense of peaceful as-
suredness. Faculty and 
staff of the Evergreen 
State College–Tacoma 
attended the event to 

reconnect with community stakeholders and 
honor the Reverend Leo C. Brown Jr. 

As Brown took the stage, he began by tell-
ing stories of the professional and academic 
accomplishments of his children, grandchildren, 
and great-grandchildren, who grew up working 
with him at The Progress House (TPH), which 
he founded in 1972 as a re-entry facility for 
formerly incarcerated women and men in 
Washington State. Brown had worked in prisons 
since 1963, and his biography positioned him 
close to this work: in the 1950s, he was given a 
broken watch with the inscription “least likely 
to succeed.” Later in his adult life, he was told 
he needed a college degree to continue develop-
ing TPH, and he enrolled in the Evergreen State 
College–Tacoma.

After recounting his life story, he turned to 
a black woman elder in the front row, Maxine 
Mimms, and said in the most appreciative tone 
that, if it was not for his family; for his work 
for justice, particularly in understanding the 
“practice of justice”; and for Mimms’s entrepre-
neurial spirit and community service to start 
the Evergreen–Tacoma program, he would not 
have been successful in developing and growing 
Progress House. 

TPH was Brown’s senior capstone project at 
Evergreen–Tacoma. 

The Evergreen State College–Tacoma was 
founded by Mimms in 1972 in the Hilltop 
community of Tacoma, Washington. We are a 
branch of the Evergreen State College’s larger 
campus in Olympia. Evergreen–Tacoma is a 
community-based, interdisciplinary, liberal arts, 
urban learning laboratory built from African 
American heritage, especially the principle 
that learning is the practice of freedom. For us, 
education is transformative, collaborative, and 
based on culturally responsive pedagogy and 
social and economic justice. We believe that 
anyone can learn and everyone is an intellectual. 
The Tacoma program interrogates boundaries 
of race, class, gender, sexuality, and structural 
inequities to recognize that we are responsible 
for creating our learning community together. 
We honor imagination, creativity, critical 
thinking, cooperation, and innovation as pivotal 
to sustaining our motto: “Enter to learn; depart 
to serve.”  

Evergreen–Tacoma began at a time when 
media coverage of Hilltop focused on gang 

GILDA SHEPPARD and ANTHONY ZARAGOZA are 
faculty members at the Evergreen State College– 
Tacoma.
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activity, gun violence, and drugs. In this context, 
we became a beacon of hope not only for the 
Hilltop community but also for adult learners 
from the greater Tacoma area and along the 
Interstate 5 corridor. The opportunity for stu-
dents to improve the academic and profes-
sional lives of themselves and their families 
was attractive to diverse communities across 
race, class, and gender lines. Evergreen–Tacoma 
serves working-class, place-bound adults from 
diverse backgrounds seeking a bachelor’s degree 
at an affordable public and community institu-
tion. To increase the accessibility of our working-
adult learning community, the program is offered 
in a day session and repeated in an evening 
session. Our students tend to be returning to 
school after years and sometimes decades: with 
an average age of thirty-eight, the vast major-
ity of our students are women (65–75 percent) 
and people of color (60 percent), with a majority 
of these students being African American. 
Over 50 percent of our students are first-generation 
college students, and 80 percent are low-income 

students. Our completion rate is well over  
80 percent, with over 90 percent employed and/or 
in graduate school or a professional program a year 
after graduation.

Recent graduates attest to how this commu-
nity’s collaborative and entrepreneurial focus 
enhances their integrated liberal arts education. 
As Precious, a twenty-eight-year-old doula, 
lactation counselor, and mother of five, explains: 

Being a student at Evergreen–Tacoma has 
been about more than academics—it taught 
me how to be in a community. Such courses 
as Doing the Business of Nonprofits, cotaught 
by a business faculty and an environmental 
science faculty, and 21st-Century Disease, 
taught by a microbiology faculty and a political 
economy faculty, were classes in the Tacoma 
Program that expanded and deepened my 
work as a doula and lactation counselor. 
These two classes . . . enhanced my under-
standing of health disparities in Washington 
State and gave me an opportunity to apply 
my research using multiple lenses. 

The Evergreen  
State College
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meet the needs of students and their communities.
Says Kirby, a sixty-year-old graduate:
My heart has gotten bigger. My studies here 
made it bigger. I just can’t look at the world 
anymore without seeing “systems and social 
forces.” I see trees and wonder about oxygen 
and chlorophyll in the world; I see people 
and wonder about prisons, opportunity, and 
citizenship. Everything looks different now. 
. . . And I know too much to be able to fail. 
I am on my way to grad school to be a mental 
health and addiction counselor. . . . I want to 
help in the healing process. The Tacoma 
Program helped me heal. 
This education opens up spaces for healing 

through this naming of the social forces that are 
affecting communities.

Anthony, a forty-four-year-old graduate, says: 
The subject matter here places me on a path 
so that I can observe that the things that 
happened in my life, to me, to my family, 
were more than just a series of unfortunate 
circumstances. Rather than just cutting down 
the blackberry bush that keeps growing, you 
can actually dig down and get the root out. 
This education allows students to put their 

lives into context and helps them to see that 
they alone are not the problem but are outcomes 
of the underlying problems.

Leah explains: 
I am more equipped to successfully maneu-
ver through a racially biased world with my 
knowledge of the interdependent systems of 
oppression, psychology, politics, sociology, 
ecology, and economy. Evergreen has inspired 
me to push further than I ever thought pos-
sible. I will always build learning communities. 
This education makes intersectional and 

interdisciplinary connections in its formation 
of learning communities.

An interdisciplinary liberal arts program can 
prompt innovative ideas and self-discovery when 
fired in a kiln of social and economic justice 
fueled by high-impact practices. Developing 
learning communities, internships, group projects, 
local-to-global learning, community-based service 
learning, and capstone projects can enhance 
education and learning. These practices can 
be found in places like Evergreen–Tacoma, 
one of the schools that education researcher 
David Scobey calls “Great Colleges for the 
New Majority.”1 But too often, even when 
these practices are an institutional priority, 

they do not reach students of color, poor or 
working-class students, or first-generation stu-
dents. Situating knowledge in experiences that 
engage students with the community and larger 
world broadens their ability to see themselves 
in academic study and intellectual engagement.2 
These methods support students in creating 
new forms of knowledge and ways of knowing 
and thinking, while also instilling courage, 
creativity, and skills to change the world.

Education at Evergreen–Tacoma is relevant, 
culturally responsive, and designed to develop 
the capacities of poor and working-class people, 
especially poor and working-class people of 
color in the surrounding neighborhoods. There 
are approximately 150–200 students each year 
who attend either day or evening program 
sessions, making Evergreen–Tacoma accessible to 
working adults. The curriculum is designed from 
a coordinated studies model in which courses 
inform a theme, such as this year’s “Local/Global 
Realities and Alternative Visions” theme. The 
program is based on coteaching and community 
engagement through capstone projects, including 
a senior synthesis that requires seniors to present 
their learning at an annual fair where students 
share their collaborative research on problem-
solving techniques that encourage community 
agency. The fair blurs the boundary between 
community and academy while scaffolding com-
munity engagement across diverse constituencies. 

Key to this curriculum is teaching the whole 
student: students write a memoir (a significant 
story from their life) and read it aloud to their 
seminar cohort.3 Memoir writing also happens 
in math classes, where students discuss their 
relationship to math. The reflection and sharing 
help to emphasize to students that they are not 
alone and are part of a larger collective struggle 
for knowledge. These practices help Evergreen–
Tacoma avoid the “banking model” of learning 
facts and instead foster an atmosphere of “wide-
awakeness” in which “education helps people 
create themselves.” As philosopher Maxine 
Greene describes: “To be awake is to take risks, 
to see things that you probably would not want 
to see. . . . Without it [teaching and learning] 
will just be for profit, and not for meaning.”4 
This is teaching from an engaged pedagogy 
where the classroom remains the “most radical 
space of possibility.”5 As a radical place of possi-
bility for our students, our work at Evergreen–
Tacoma develops a wide-awakeness that ripples 
out into their families and communities.
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will work to study and form entrepreneurial 
cooperatives. Building on the Mondragon 
model and the history of cooperative enter-
prises in the United States, especially among 
African Americans,6 social entrepreneurship at 

Evergreen–Tacoma will 
be a process to turn stu-
dents’ dreams and ideas 
into realities and to ulti-
mately foster their per-
sonal success later in life.7 
Evergreen–Tacoma is 
taking part in entrepre-
neurship that emphasizes 
nonprofit organizations 

and nonprofit cooperatives where proceeds are 
reinvested in community needs.

We wonder: Does entrepreneurship disrupt 
the liberal education our students receive? The 
Association of American Colleges and Univer-
sities promotes a liberal education that empowers 

individuals and prepares them to deal with 
complexity, diversity, and change. Like many 
institutions with liberal education curricula, 
we want to resist job skills as silos controlled by 
rules of the market. Instead, we seek to create 
the entrepreneurial opportunities that too many 
of our students are denied by employers. In 
creating cooperatives, life experiences are not a 
weight around students’ necks but can become 
the foundation of their success, collaboration, 
and further growth.

 Evergreen–Tacoma eschews the idea of 
entrepreneurship as “business” as usual and 
places it in the context of current needs and 
historical processes. Our approach to entrepre-
neurship rests on this tradition, punctuating 
self-determination and economic and social 
justice with the development of cooperative 
organizations that emphasize mutual aid,  
self-improvement, and self-help. 

Tacoma, particularly the Hilltop community 
where our one-building campus resides, has a 

A cooperative popular education 
approach to entrepreneurship 
resists throwing money at the 
problem and instead promotes  
the role of social and economic 
justice in the mitigation and  
resolution of societal problems.

The Evergreen  
State College
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lenges to racial and economic justice. In 2011, 
Washington was reported as having more blacks 
in prison than the national average.8 In 1993–94, 
Washington was the first state in the nation to 
pass a three-strikes law resulting in mandatory life 
sentences.9 Washington has no parole and was 
the first state to authorize surveillance cameras 
in poor—particularly poor black—communities.10 
About 15 percent of Evergreen–Tacoma’s stu-
dents have had involvement with the Wash-
ington Department of Corrections (DOC). Our 
students go on to graduate school, but, due to 
the “invisible cage” of felony conviction, the 
criminalization continues after release from 
prison.11 Despite Evergreen–Tacoma students’ 
successes in undergraduate and graduate 
higher education, their pasts too often block 
them from attaining career and professional 
stability, as well as economic, psychological, 
and sociological sustenance. 

Joining liberal education with entrepreneurship 
has the potential to address tensions within 
career-focused curricula that continue the usual 
narrative for marginalized students. Instead, we 
seek a broader casting of entrepreneurship as 
popular education, redefining job skills to 
include abstract thinking and so-called soft 
skills of collaboration, customer/community 
service, and cooperative peer management. 
This inspires imagination and uncovers inter-
disciplinary intersections that inform biography 
and agency.12 Our kind of entrepreneurship 
expands on what we do well and offers another 
tool to help our graduates succeed by creating a 
new set of opportunities. A cooperative popular 
education approach to entrepreneurship resists 
throwing money at the problem and instead 
promotes the role of social and economic justice 
in the mitigation and resolution of societal 
problems. As legal scholar Bryan Stevenson 
says, “The opposite of poverty is not wealth; 
the opposite of poverty is justice.”13 Entrepre-
neurship within the context of Evergreen–
Tacoma’s responsive and relevant liberal 
education framework is a step toward such justice 
for our students. n

To respond to this article, email liberaled@aacu.org 
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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We have launched a systemic change 
process that includes modifying the 
entire academic structure: first-year 
experience, majors, core curriculum, 
graduation requirements, and student 
learning outcomes.

editOr’s nOte: The following article has been 
adapted by Lori Varlotta from her 2018 article in 
Planning for Higher Education Journal.1

let’s face it. There is a new normal for most 
institutions of higher learning, and tuition-
driven liberal arts colleges will likely be at the 
forefront of the change. As readers of Liberal 
Education are aware, the new normal is marked 

by a host of calls for 
colleges to demon-
strate things like insti-
tutional accountabil-
ity; increased net 
tuition revenue and 
expense management; 
student access and 
success; student debt 
containment; and 

return on investment of the degree, including 
clear career pathways. With these calls ringing 
in our ears, presidents at small liberal arts insti-
tutions must simultaneously face the challenges 
of unfavorable high school demographics,2 
Moody’s grim financial outlook for the sector,3 
and public and political pessimism regarding 
the liberal arts.4 (For more on the enrollment 
outlook in higher education, see Nathan Grawe’s 
article in this issue.)

As the president of Hiram College, my team 
and I are leading an institution that, amid all 
the challenges above, needs to change quickly 
and materially. If we continue to do things in 
the same way as in the past, or if we merely 
tinker with changes at the margins, the grip of 
this reality will not just squeeze us in the short 
term; it will strangle the very life out of our 
beloved institution. Rather than be extinguished 

by these pressures, we have launched a systemic 
change process that includes modifying the 
entire academic structure: first-year experience, 
majors, core curriculum, graduation require-
ments, and student learning outcomes. This 
article explains the changes we are designing at 
this moment.

Conceptualizing a model that  
addresses the calls for change
Hiram’s model for academic change aims to 
achieve the following: (1) increase the overall 
number of students, (2) attract a larger number 
of students from higher socioeconomic back-
grounds, (3) create a structure where integra-
tive and experiential learning becomes a defin-
ing part of every student’s experience, and (4) 
ensure that students demonstrate competency 
in a twenty-first-century skill set and mind-set. 

The four elements of the New Liberal Arts
Striving to meet those ambitious goals, we 
have designed a comprehensive model of 
change called the New Liberal Arts. The 
model includes four elements described below 
and an updated set of student learning outcomes 
outlined in the following section.

The work of creating a systemic (rather 
than programmatic) model of change has been, 
by no means, mine alone. Like every major 
initiative I have led at Hiram, this one is a 
collective effort. Pieces of the model were first 
championed by a faculty group, the “Innova-
tors,” that brought key ideas to my cabinet, the 
college executive steering committee, trustees, 
and groups of staff. Thanks to a trustee gift, I 
was able to contract with external consultants 
from the RAND Corporation. These consultants 
accelerated a redesign process that engaged 
well over one hundred faculty, staff, students, 

L O R I  VA R L O T TA

Designing a Model  
for the New Liberal Arts

LORI VARLOTTA is president of Hiram College.
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holders were invited to listen, weigh in, sup-
port, or challenge the emerging model. This 
inclusive process improved the model and its 
four elements at every iteration. 

Element 1: Common first-year experience
Incoming freshmen at Hiram, like elsewhere, 
participate in a first-year experience (FYE) that 
familiarizes them with the college’s academic 
expectations and community norms while help-
ing them develop college-level writing and 
discourse skills. But, as part of the New Liberal 
Arts, we want new students to begin their 
undergraduate experience by learning how to 
be self-reflective and contemplative.

Reflection and contemplation are part of a 
program called Hiram Connect that we launched 
two years ago.5 As the name implies, the program 
requires students to think about the connections 
between and among classroom conversations, 
experiential activities, theoretical concepts, 
personal beliefs, and group norms. As part of 
Hiram Connect, students examine these con-
nections through the Hiram Five Cs: character, 
community, career, curriculum, and calling.

Two years into Hiram Connect, student 
journals, essays, and course assignments revealed 
that students were not thinking as clearly and 
consistently about the five Cs as we had hoped. 
To prod them to do so, the New Liberal Arts’ 
FYE program will focus the spotlight more directly 
on the five Cs and will shape a few of the  
program’s signature assignments around them.

As part of this explicit focus, the New Liberal 
Arts will teach students how to use electronic 
journaling techniques, iPad videos, and photogra-
phy as mechanisms for engaging in self-reflection. 

As students learn to capture and critically 
examine their own values, interests, and aspi-
rations, they will be better equipped to under-
stand, work with, and empathize with people 
who are different from themselves—all 
intended outcomes of the New Liberal Arts.

Element 2: Integrated major
The notion of integrative and interdisciplinary 
studies is by no means new to Hiram. For more 
than fifty years, students at Hiram have been 
required to take two interdisciplinary (INTD) 
courses—one of which had to be team taught. 
However, many of the INTD courses are embed-
ded in the core curriculum. As part of the New 
Liberal Arts, we expect to have a larger number of 
upper-division INTD courses in the majors as well. 

Toward this end, we are designing our new 
academic structure to cluster majors under five 
larger academic umbrellas we are calling “schools” 
(see the illustration below). Some upper-division 
courses in one major will be cross-listed with 
another major (the same course will satisfy 
“major requirements” in two different majors). 
This means that junior- and senior-level courses 
will attract students from different majors within 
their “home” school. Upperclassmen will 
therefore hear and learn from schoolmates 
majoring in a different but related field. Hence, 
they will see how the theories and methods 
from a related major in their school can shed 
a useful but different light on their own area 
of study. This should help students develop an 
affinity for both their major and the school 
that houses it.

Majors continue to exist in the New Liberal 
Arts, but they no longer stand apart from other 
majors. Soon, majors themselves (rather than just 

HIRAM COLLEGE’S THE NEW LIBERAL ARTS: THE SCHOOLS AND THE MAJORS

ALL DISCIPLINES IN THE OUTER CIRCLE ARE 2018-19 MAJORS OR PATHWAY PROGRAMS

The Five Schools in Hiram College’s New Liberal Arts
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their own school and across other schools. In some 
sense, the school structure will replace the depart-
ment structure, since many departments have 
been very small (one to three faculty members).

Element 3: Coherent core
For decades, most colleges have required stu-
dents to enroll in courses that constitute the 
general education or core curriculum, typically 
making up one-third or more of a student’s un-
dergraduate requirements. At its best, the core 
helps students discover a passion for a field of 
study previously unfamiliar to them; hone a set 
of strong analytical thinking, writing, and 
problem-solving skills and translate those skills 
into real-life situations; develop a lifelong love of 
leading others; and combat over-specialization 
at the undergraduate level. 

Unfortunately, administrators, faculty, and 
students throughout the country are apt to say 
that core curricula fall short in one or more of 
these areas. Like at many other institutions, 
the Hiram core has largely become a vehicle 
for students to take a smattering of discreet 
and nonindividualized courses, generally at 
the introductory level, with no structural 
thread that links them or ties them to matters 
of individual interest. 

Within the next year, we plan to overhaul 
Hiram’s existing core with those goals in mind. 
To garner students’ interest and help them see 
how different disciplines approach issues that 
matter, the New Liberal Arts will require stu-
dents to choose a set of interconnected core 
courses that address a complex, real-world 
challenge. We are entertaining topics such as 
climate change, artificial intelligence, the 

international market economy, and food, water, 
and health care.

Professors from all majors will be expected 
to integrate one or more of these challenges/
opportunities into existing courses. They will 
also create or redesign some departmental core 
courses or modules to address one or more of 
the four challenges. 

We hope that students will no longer see 
the core as the required stuff that they have to 
plow through to get to the good stuff in their 
major. We expect them to see the core as a 
purposeful cluster of courses that helps them 
examine a challenge or opportunity of personal 
interest and map out ways they could realistically 
work to remedy or leverage it.

Element 4: Experiential activities 
As is increasingly the case at other institutions, 
Hiram guarantees that students are provided 
rich opportunities to apply theory to practice 
as part of a real-world experience. 

But as part of the New Liberal Arts, upper-
class students will need to do more than complete 
a newly required high-impact experiential 
activity (study-away trip, internship, service 
learning, or research project). They will also 
need to connect critical thinking explicitly 
with constructive doing by using the Five Cs 
first explored in the FYE. These Cs will serve as 
prompts in the reflective journals, ePortfolios, 
and wikis that help students record and capture 
their out-of-classroom learning experiences. 

We can improve the integration of thinking 
and doing. Having students log service hours as 
part of a course, for example, is not nearly as 
impactful an experience as it could be. To 
make this experience more educationally and 

All disciplines in the outer  
circle are 2018–19 majors  
or pathway programs. 

HIRAM COLLEGE’S THE NEW LIBERAL ARTS: THE SCHOOLS AND THE MAJORS

ALL DISCIPLINES IN THE OUTER CIRCLE ARE 2018-19 MAJORS OR PATHWAY PROGRAMS
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only think or reflect on the situation at hand. 
They should be expected to do something about 
the situation that made their service necessary. 

In this example, perhaps students create a 
multimedia journal shared not only with class-
mates and the teacher but also with the service 
site leader and the people who received the 
service. Learning how to produce work for an 
audience that is diverse rather than monolithic is 
invaluable in an age where work can be pro-
duced, reproduced, and disseminated at the 
push of a button. Students may also be assigned 
to not only summarize and analyze the situation 
to which they were responding, but to unearth, 
analyze, and contextualize the precipitating 
causes and/or the broader subtext associated with 
the surface issue. Finally, they should propose 
and test possible solutions to the challenge. 

Delivering the New Liberal Arts:  
Mindful technology
We set out to reconfigure the elements of the 
baccalaureate degree. Those changes are sub-
stantial and impactful, but, in designing the 
New Liberal Arts, we did not stop there. The 

model also prompts faculty to rethink the ways 
they deliver content.

Faculty started making major changes in the 
content delivery of many of their courses. Their 
modifications were catalyzed by Hiram’s 1:1 
mobile technology program that equipped all 
students with an iPad Pro, smart pencil, keyboard 
bundle, and pair of hiking boots. Dubbed “Tech 
and Trek,” the program fuels classroom and 
out-of-classroom learning by teaching students 
to critically and creatively use their devices to 
navigate the many exciting treks they take during 
their undergraduate journey. It also teaches 
students when and where to use technology and 
when to put it down—to be present without it. 

Thanks to Tech and Trek, Hiram has become 
the first four-year college in Ohio with a 1:1 
technology program and one of the only places 
in the country where mobile technology has 
met “mindful technology.”6 Whether they are 
roaming through the historic nineteenth-century 
Hiram Village, hiking the trails at our 550-acre 
field station, trudging through streams and 
marshes collecting research samples, embarking 
on study-away trips, or gaining work experience 
at one of our many internship sites, students 

ELEMENTS

1. The Common First-Year Experience

The common first-year experience 
ensures that all new students take a 
“course cluster” that includes a 
freshman seminar, a humanities 
course, and a social science course. In 
each of these classes, freshmen explore 
Hiram’s Five Cs—character, 
community, career, curriculum, and 
calling—by answering questions like 
these:
• What kind of person do I want to be?
• What kind of work do I want to do?
•  What should I learn, and what skills 

should I build?
• How can I serve my community?
• How can I build a meaningful life?

2. The Integrated Major

Students choose at least one major 
from any of the five schools; they 
may also choose a minor from any 
school:
1. Arts, Humanities and Culture
2. Business and Communication
3.  Education, Civic Leadership 

and Social Change
4.  Health and Medical 

Humanities
5. Science and Technology

At least some courses from any major 
are likely to be cross-listed across 
majors.

3. The Coherent Core

Rather than use a distributive 
model (one of this/one of that) to 
meet general education or core 
requirements, students choose a 
coherent set of core courses 
focused on an urgent challenge 
or emerging opportunity such as
• global warming,
• artificial intelligence,
• economic globalization, or
• food, water, and health care.

4. Experiential Activities

Students choose one or more Hiram Connect activities related to their 
major, core, and electives:
• internship
• research project
• study-away trip

THE ELEMENTS AND THE OUTCOMES OF HIRAM COLLEGE’S NEW LIBERAL ARTS 
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connect the ideas, feelings, images, and questions 
they wish to ponder and share with others. As 
part of mindful practice, Hiram expects students 
to develop a purposeful rather than perfunctory 
use of twenty-first-century technology. 

Mindful technology in the classroom
The New Liberal Arts do not simply prioritize 
the frequent or perfunctory use of the iPad as a 
take-it-for-granted form of mobile technology. 
Though new at this, faculty have come to-
gether to discuss using mobile technology to 
expand and more radically reconfigure the 
“flipped classroom,” student group work, and 
hands-on assignments in order to
• transform their classroom teaching from 

“sage on the stage” to “mentor in the mid-
dle,” as the iPad frees them from the audio/
visual panel at the front of the classroom;

• enhance opportunities for learner-learner 
and learner-instructor collaboration, in and 
out of class, since all learners have the same 
device and the same apps;

• web conference with content experts no 
matter where they live or work;

• guide students in mindful use of social net-
working tools by teaching them to evaluate 
perspectives of students, teachers, and leaders 
within or beyond the confines of their own 
community;

• curate or create interactive ebooks, with 
embedded media and quizzes, that can be 
annotated or highlighted by viewers;

• integrate simulation tools so students can 
model or manipulate physical or social 
phenomena;

• help students create and share expressive 
visual projects utilizing music, theater, and art;

• select presentation apps that balance graphics, 
text, and multimedia;

• incorporate real-time formative assessments 
via apps to discern comprehension of material 
and encourage engagement;

• model tech-life balance with intentional 
moments and experiences away from devices;

• guide student development of digital portfo-
lios to capture project work and twenty-first-
century skills; and

• bridge the physical and digital worlds with 
augmented reality tools.
Such use of technology enlivens classroom 

learning by challenging students to synthesize 
personal perspectives, interdisciplinary textbook 
theories and methodologies, and experiential 
learning. In doing so, it elevates integrated 
learning, sharpening the very skills thought to 
be diminished through a perfunctory use of 
technology. Indeed, Tech and Trek will help 
students develop the real-world and real-time 
skills of oral and visual communication, team-
work, problem-solving, critical thinking, and 
civil discourse that employers value so much.

As faculty integrate mobile technology in 
their courses, they are increasingly instructing 
students how to use their mobile devices and the 
web to separate fact from fiction and real news 
from fake news. This entails making sure students 
can differentiate corroborating evidence from 
opinions and unsubstantiated claims. Access to 
information is no longer a stumbling block for 
undergraduate researchers, but sorting through 
infinite sources to find those that are highly 
reliable and valid is a skill that must be honed. 

Mindful technology beyond the classroom
Mobile technology is also enhancing the out-
of-classroom treks Hiram students take. Study 
abroad travelers, for instance, memorialize the 
trip of a lifetime by morphing written journals 

OUTCOMES

21st-Century Skill Set and Mind-Set

By the time students complete their  
senior capstone project, they will have  
practiced and demonstrated competency in
• analytical and critical thinking skills,
• computational skills,
•  intercultural and diversity skills,
• mindful technology,
• system design thinking, and
• teamwork and team-building skills. 

The development of this skill set 

and mind-set will help students 

build a career and find their  

personal calling.

THE ELEMENTS AND THE OUTCOMES OF HIRAM COLLEGE’S NEW LIBERAL ARTS 
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into multimedia ones, complete with photogra-
phy, videography, interviews, and handwritten 
annotations made with the Apple Pencil. Students 
use location-aware search apps to get on-the-spot 
information about where they are. And rather 
than buy an international SIM card to tell folks 

back home what they are 
doing, student travelers are 
creating wikis and blogs to 
publish and share their 
personal stories. 

iPad-powered experi-
ences are also now com-

monplace for those engaged in service-learning 
projects, internships, and the clinical experiences 
required for the bachelor of nursing degree. 
Students are using devices to record oral histories 
of hospice patients, critique their student teach-
ing or patient interview skills, and make short 
videos describing disease transmission. Faculty 
overseeing such work can access and assess this 
remote learning effectively and efficiently. 

A more contemporary, relevant,  
and useful skill set and mind-set
While all liberal arts educators want students 
to be well-read and well-rounded, we want a 
Hiram education to prioritize the connection 
between thinking and doing so that abstract 

and conceptual thinking do not subjugate 
applied work. Hence, we are designing the New 
Liberal Arts to prepare students to be intellec-
tually agile and socially responsible thinkers 
and doers. Our graduates will now be expected 
to demonstrate a contemporary skill set and 
mind-set that prepares them not only for a 
satisfying life but, unabashedly, for a successful 
and ever-changing career. 

To do all of this, the New Liberal Arts must 
add new skills (italicized below) to augment, not 
abandon, the coveted skills of the past:
• analytical and critical-thinking skills
• written, oral, and digital communication skills
• computational skills
• intercultural and diversity skills
• mindful technology
• systems thinking
• design thinking
• teamwork and team-building skills

Several of these skills need little clarification. 
But since many of us have just started to include 
systems and design thinking as essential liberal 
arts skills, I will briefly explain what they will 
look like at Hiram.

At its basic level, systems thinking focuses 
more on the construction of the whole than 
deconstruction of its parts. Rather than approach 
decision-making by breaking the organization 

We are designing the New Liberal 
Arts to prepare students to be 
intellectually agile and socially 
responsible thinkers and doers.

Hiram College
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tems thinkers examine the interactions of the 
people and parts to explore the larger patterns. 
When students can identify the patterns, they 
can construct a deeper understanding of the 
system or organization. If the pattern is good 
for the organization, leaders can make deci-
sions that reinforce it, but if the pattern is bad 
for the organization, they should make decisions 
that change the pattern.7

Similarly, Linda Naiman sees design thinking 
as a methodology to solve complex problems and 
find viable solutions for a particular audience. 
She adds that design thinking as a mind-set  
“is not problem-focused, it’s solution focused 
and action oriented towards creating a pre-
ferred future. Design thinking draws upon logic, 
imagination, intuition, and systemic reasoning, 
to explore possibilities of what could be—and 
to create desired outcomes that benefit the  
end user.”8

Aligned with these definitions, the New 
Liberal Arts will structure opportunities for 
students to practice being critical thinkers and 
constructive doers. As part of these structured 
opportunities, we are contemplating having 
students demonstrate the acquisition of skills 
and mind-sets through endorsements or badges 
they earn in individual classes, high-impact 
programs, and cocurricular activities. We are 
also determining how these skills will be for-
mally assessed. At the present time, some faculty 
are wondering if the capstone project that is 
now required of all students could be evaluated 
on a rubric that includes (among other criteria) 
the skills delineated above.

Transformational change
To simultaneously respond to the challenges 
facing liberal arts colleges and demonstrably 
transform Hiram in ways that address our am-
bitious strategic goals, the cabinet and I knew 
that we needed to go far beyond adding a sig-
nature program or common academic or cocur-
ricular experience, what Mary Marcy calls the 
“distinctive program model.” We also knew we 
needed to go beyond the addition of profes-
sional or market-wise programs, what Marcy 
dubs the “New American College Model.”9 

As explained throughout this article, we 
seek systemic change: that which pervades all 
parts of the system or structure and the rela-
tionships among the system’s various parts. 
Since published articles and professionally 

organized workshops are still a little lean in 
covering this area, I hope this article serves as 
a useful resource for the growing number of 
college leaders who will likely be called to lead 
similar efforts at their institutions. n

To respond to this article, email liberaled@aacu.org 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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In times of epochal change such as 
this, new institutional structures will be 
required. And these structures may be 
far harder to create than the innovative 
centers and programs that exist on the 
edges of the academy.

REBECCA CHOPP is chancellor of the University of 
Denver. 

these days, I see a lot of innovation occurring 
at the edges of our institutions. But our current 
institutional structures feel cast in concrete. 
They’ve become so ingrained that many of 
these structures have gone unquestioned for 
more than a century. As Louis Menand noted 
in The Marketplace of Ideas: Reform and Resis-

tance in the American 
University, reforming 
the current shape of 
higher education is 
like trying to use a 
manual typewriter to 
get on the web.1 

The expansion of 
technology, the rise of 
artificial intelligence, 

globalization, and an ever-evolving set of 
demands for the knowledge and skills of indi-
viduals throughout their lives have remade the 
expectations of why, and when, we need higher 
education. Simply put, in times of epochal 
change such as this, new institutional structures 
will be required. And these structures may be far 
harder to create than the innovative centers and 
programs that exist on the edges of the academy. 

The previous era of change  
in higher education
The last time we saw an epochal shift in higher 
education was in the years following the Second 
Industrial Revolution, when colleges and uni-
versities adopted new functions and trans-
formed their structures. The linchpin of this 
transformation was the divide created between 

undergraduate and graduate education. Charles 
William Eliot, president of Harvard from 1869 
to 1909, understood that the new function of 
education should be to produce white-collar 
professionals who could also be middle-class 
(and upper-class) leaders for their communities 
and the nation. To do this, Harvard led the 
way by separating undergraduate education and 
graduate education, requiring, of course, the 
bachelor’s degree before the advanced degree 
(an inventive way to address the financial crisis 
of higher education in that era).2 

This new structure was supported by the 
organizing principles of twentieth-century 
industrialization. In the wake of the factory 
assembly line, standardization became the 
organizing principle: set a standard time to earn 
a degree within a tightly ordered discipline in 
which faculty and students become proficient in 
one specific area of expertise. During this period, 
higher education moved to an emphasis on 
sharpening occupational expertise (profession-
alization) while also deepening its commit-
ment to scientific research.3 In sum, what 
characterized this period was increasing specializa-
tion and differentiation. In education, this meant 
every undergraduate student needed four years 
and, often, a set amount of time to pursue a 
selected professional education. Students were 
“all-alike” learners who pedagogically marched 
through rigorously ordered disciplines. As a conse-
quence, the structures of higher education pro-
duced professional experts and middle-class 
citizens whose obligation and privilege were to 
serve, with all their knowledge, their professions 
and their communities.

Fast-forward to today. While it is true that 
we have created, to a significant degree, new 

A Call for Holistic Change

Why a Typewriter  
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structures endure. 
Two major disruptors—the influence of 

technology and the rapid movement into global 
cities—have caused an epochal change that 
influences how we know, act, and create com-
munity today. We can already identify three 
functions of higher education in this new era.

Function 1: Develop the skills, habits,  
and disposition of the whole person
I often think about the contrast of the twenty-
first-century educational experience to my own 
experience in graduate school in the 1970s. 
Then, the function was to teach us to master 
the knowledge produced by a set of thinkers 
(in my case, those who specialized in the his-
tory of Christian theology), which would allow 

us to add to the deep vault 
of knowledge in our cho-
sen field. Now, most of 
our students must learn 
something quite differ-
ent: how to navigate the 
acceleration of change, 
prepare for multiple 
careers that require the 

understanding and mastery of highly different 
content, collaborate among changing groups of 
people, and work around the world—or from 
their favorite university academic commons. 

Employers want to hire individuals who can 
think critically and communicate in ever-
expanding media. But they also want people 
who can work in diverse teams to problem solve 
and innovate. Employers seek a well-rounded 
person who knows how to learn deeply and who 
has emotional intelligence and a high capacity 
for adaptive learning and doing.4 We need to 
make sure our graduates can pivot from problem 
to problem, working with different people in 
collaborative teams. Agility, cultural competence, 
innovation, and knowledge are the “value 
added” that all our graduates must bring to 
their careers.

The current situation calls for a new, inte-
grative approach to education that pays heed 
to individual learning styles and psychosocial 
growth patterns while developing technology-
based assessments, interventions, and plans. 
One of our favorite phrases at the University of 
Denver (DU) is “the genius is in the doing.” 
Our undergraduate programs emphasize experien-
tial learning—including integrative capstones 

and a type of community engagement focused 
on collective impact—to tackle the most signifi-
cant societal challenges of today and tomorrow. 
This “doing” form of education (as compared to 
the “banking” education of the former century) 
meshes the essential learning tools of critical 
thinking, emotional intelligence, teamwork, 
and collaboration with hands-on engagement 
with real-world problems. 

The DU Compass Curriculum is a collection 
of offerings aimed at providing students with 
time to learn essential personal, interpersonal, 
and career navigational skills—and to learn 
sound habits for civic dialogue, resiliency, and 
networking. In the first quarter of their resi-
dency, students can take a course that assesses 
necessary skills for life in college and in the world: 
emotional intelligence, conflict management, 
cross-cultural competency, leadership, and so 
forth. Students assess their current skills level, 
reflect on it, and set goals for the future. 
Throughout their first year, students are organized 
in cohorts that may range from neighborhood 
groups to affinity groups to shared interest 
groups. They work with advisors on building 
community, on collaborative learning and living, 
and on engaging in projects related to the public 
good. In the classroom and lab, the residence 
hall and social spaces, the career achievement 
center and our many forms of community 
engagement, we are creating an ecosystem for 
students to learn, practice, and do good for the 
world while they do well in the world.

Function 2: Create new social  
engagement structures
If the first function of higher education is to 
help the individual develop the skills, habits, 
and disposition to successfully and meaning-
fully navigate their lives, the second is to create 
new structures of social engagement. Twenty-
first-century organizations and communities 
are vastly different from those of the twentieth 
century. Gone are the rigid, stable bureaucracies 
that primarily look inward. Most new organiza-
tional structures—be they government, business, 
or nonprofit—are networked and highly adapt-
able to change with boundaries that may be 
permeable.

Universities are also increasingly networked 
organizations that allow emerging networks to 
nestle in between the traditional structures. In 
addition to schools and departments, universi-
ties are composed of institutes, centers, pop-up 

Two major disruptors—the influence 
of technology and the rapid  
movement into global cities— 
have caused an epochal change 
that influences how we know, act, 
and create community today.
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projects, and curricula. At DU, for instance, 
faculty have research partners in Hong Kong, 
Cape Town, or Medellín. DU students use their 
time on campus to launch their for-profit and 
nonprofit companies and increasingly want their 
academic programs to reflect their interests and 
how they see knowledge operating in the world 
in addition to the disciplines of the university.

Research continues to be essential in the 
twenty-first century, as some of our most press-
ing problems will need the basic sciences to 
discover new knowledge and the social sciences 
and humanities to delve deeply into human 
behavior and expression. Today we need more 
research, not less. Our undergraduates work 
directly in labs and on the research projects of 
faculty, and, just as they will in their careers 
and communities, they tackle grand societal 
challenges that harness the multidisciplinary 

and university-wide expertise and interests of 
students, staff, faculty, and community mem-
bers to pursue goals dedicated to the public 
good. At DU, students don’t choose between a 
research or engaged approach to education. 
The future depends upon their knowing how 
to do deep research as they address the tough 
problems of the day.

In addition to preparing students for a “team 
of teams” approach to their professional pur-
suits, social engagement includes building 
intentional communities for life as well as work. 
Most people long to experience substantive 
meaning from having shared values, rituals, 
and purpose. Today’s highly transient lifestyle 
and the dissolution of many traditional carriers 
of community (organized religion, families 
remaining in one place for many years) result in 
many students rarely experiencing how to develop 

University of Denver
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a sense of belonging to a community. We are 
finding that many students need support as they 
learn to join, belong to, and create intentional 
community and organizational life. 

Function 3: Support  
lifelong learning platforms
The third function of education today is the 
support for lifelong learning platforms and the 
continual focus on new context, new skills, 
new connections, and new work. Increasingly, 
higher education must be delivered across a life 
span. It may have a ritualized beginning, but it 
does not have to have a predetermined end. 
Education must not see the task as retraining 
those whose jobs have been eliminated but as 
constant education across a lifetime. If ever 
there was a time to focus on the function and 
the form of lifelong learning, it is in this century 
of rapid and constant change. 

At DU, we have started a program to sup-
port students’ career aspirations during their 
entire undergraduate education. In addition to 
traditional career preparation, such as résumé 
writing, interview skills, and networking, this 
program makes the need for lifelong education 

a central focus. DU empowers our students as 
they launch their careers and, when they leave 
campus, they do so with the support of a global 
network made up of alumni, parents, friends, 
and partners. Moreover, they are well aware of 
the continued learning resources available to 
them at their alma mater for the span of their 
careers and, indeed, their lives.

These three essential functions—educating 
holistically, creating new forms of social 
engagement, and developing lifelong learning 
platforms—are the new ways in which we must 
think and act. We are doing so by remodeling 
and adding onto our current structures of 
higher education. DU’s liberal arts approach 
blends classical critical thinking and the scien-
tific method with an integrative approach that 
creates a learning environment that ties in the 
practical community engagement found in 
graduate programs with the more traditional 
style of a liberal arts undergraduate education. 
This approach challenges the dogma that a 
wide gulf exists between liberal and professional 
education. As a research university, we are not 
interested in being (or being perceived as) an 
ivory tower. We realize that we are an urban hub 

University of Denver
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various communities and organizations while 
serving as a pathway of global connectedness 
between Colorado and the world. Through this 
work, we are creating an ecosystem for our 
students to learn and do. 

But what if? 
Like many other presidents and chancellors,  
I am proud of how DU is remodeling, adapting, 
and moving forward. To use a metaphor, we are 
rebuilding the plane while flying it.

But as a scholar, I need to ask the “what if ” 
questions. “What if ” questions sharpen our 
focus on the true functions of higher education 
and test whether our current adapting-from-
within evolution will adequately serve the func-
tions society needs from us. “What if ” thinking 
can provide new ideas and insights and even 
display the limits of our current trajectory.

So, let me conclude by proposing one 
“what if ” and a sketch of a new approach. In 
doing so, I invite others to consider similar 
radical approaches.

What if we could provide an alternative to 
the traditional four-year undergraduate education 
degree with an option for students to attend an 
immersive, residential community engagement 
program (CEP)—a program in which students 
are continually engaged in community-based 
research and work, through which they also 
learn skills and habits both of traditional liberal 
arts but also of twenty-first-century collaboration 
and innovation?

This residential program would be designed 
for cognitive, intrapersonal, interpersonal, cul-
tural, and community learning. The program 
would be tailored to the educational needs of 
the cohort and the moment. Occurring over an 
abbreviated time period (something less than 
the traditional four-year undergraduate model), 
it would serve students individually by contin-
ually assessing learning style, personality, and 
wellness. Students in a CEP would learn about 
community building and how to effectively 
and meaningfully communicate with disparate 
audiences. They would practice cultural agility 
and resilience. A CEP curriculum would cover 
digital and numerical literacy as well as inno-
vation and the development of creativity. In a 
CEP, students would participate in experiential 
engagement with many types of educational 
experiences, taking both disciplinary and inter-
disciplinary deep dives. And they would sow 

the seeds of lifelong belonging by working 
with local communities and organizations to 
do measurable public good. 

After graduation, CEP students would have 
access to a lifetime learning platform with 
variable degrees and certificates to serve them 
over the course of their entire lives and careers. 
They would receive both standardized and 
individualized coaching as trends, issues, and 
opportunities change. 

An approach like this reimag-
ines the structures of our institu-
tions first and foremost as a global 
network of knowledge composed 
of alumni, parents, friends, and 
employers, facilitated by technology 
but also through in-person hubs in major cities.

Innovators who practice design thinking 
(which our students will need to understand) 
approach problems from many different perspec-
tives, set aside dogmas, and are willing to play 
in a sandbox of ideas—sometimes without so 
much as a bucket. I invite you to engage in 
design thinking not only about reform but also 
about revolution. Ask yourself: What are the 
functions and structures of contemporary edu-
cation? What forms will most effectively support 
those functions? And, therefore, what forms will 
best prepare our next generation of students to 
lead meaningful, impactful lives? n

To respond to this article, email liberaled@aacu.org 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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I invite you to engage  
in design thinking not only 
about reform but also 
about revolution.
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High-impact practices and opportunities 
provide the vocabulary and real-life 
talking points whereby students can 
reveal their exposure to the essential skills 
and practices desired by the employer.

STEVE DORMAN is president of Georgia College  
& State University. KELLI BROWN is provost of 
Georgia College & State University.
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The Liberal Arts
Preparing the Workforce of the Future

sOMe critics Of liberal arts educatiOn say 
the experience is not sufficient to provide grad-
uates with a job upon graduation. On the other 
side, many proponents of the liberal arts be-
lieve that the primary role of college is to be a 

“place to develop a 
foundational knowl-
edge that provides 
lifetime benefits.”1 
Unfortunately, this 
type of thinking sets 
up a false argument—
that higher education 
should only be about 

enriching the mind and future growth or that 
higher education should only be about getting a 
job and/or a future career. In fact, higher edu-
cation does not have to be about one to the 
exclusion of the other. A liberal arts education 
can expose students to depth in an area while 
allowing the learner to pursue other interests 
beyond the major. This educational approach 
develops a well-rounded individual who is not 
only prepared for a job that exists now but is also 
equipped with transferable skills to use in jobs 
that have not yet been created. Some industry 
watchers predict, for example, that 65 percent 
of children who are in preschool today will 
work in jobs that do not currently exist.2 Others 
say that today’s average college graduate will 
have twelve to fifteen jobs over his or her life-
time.3 According to the Gartner research firm, 

“70 percent of employees have not mastered 
the skills they need to do their jobs today, and 
80 percent do not have the skills needed for 
their current and future roles” due to the digi-
tal shifts occurring in business and industry.4 
Because of the move toward automation and a 
more knowledge-based economy, it is impera-
tive that colleges and universities develop 
graduates who have the capacity for continued 
growth—graduates with a foundation of skills 
and knowledge that can be built upon for 
future employment.

A consistent critique of colleges and univer-
sities from leaders in business and industry under-
scores the need for students to be prepared with 
“soft” or “essential” skills. According to surveys 
conducted by the Georgetown Center on 
Education and the Workforce and the Association 
of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U), 
the skills that will be needed by college graduates 
in the future include basic skills (reading, 
writing, mathematics); knowing how to learn; 
listening and oral communication; problem 
solving; creative thinking; interpersonal skills; 
teamwork; negotiation skills; organizational 
effectiveness and leadership; personal manage-
ment; and motivation and goal setting.5 (For 
more information on the skills and experiences 
employers seek from today’s graduates, see the 
article by C. Edward Watson and Kathryne 
Drezek McConnell in this issue.) 

These soft or essential skills are embedded 
in a liberal arts education. The Liberal Educa-
tion and America’s Promise (LEAP) Essential 
Learning Outcomes promulgated by AAC&U 
are an attempt to provide a robust framework 



Georgia College & State University



60   L i b e r a L ed u cat i o n  Fa L L 2018

P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

I
V

E
S to evaluate the modern liberal education envi-

ronment and curriculum. Embedded in this 
framework are skills that most employers say 
they expect in a college graduate: inquiry and 
analysis, critical and creative thinking, written 
and oral communication, quantitative literacy, 
information literacy, teamwork and problem-
solving, civic knowledge and engagement 
(local and global), intercultural knowledge and 
competence, ethical reasoning and action, and 
foundations and skills for lifelong learning.6 
Therefore, liberal arts institutions that evaluate 
curricula through these quintessential outcomes 
are, by definition, meeting the essential skills 
requested by most employers. For example, at 
Georgia College & State University, Georgia’s 
designated public liberal arts university, we 
have evaluated all of our major degree plans using 
the LEAP framework to ensure that all students, 
without regard to major, are introduced to these 
skills. This is the cornerstone to GC Journeys, a 
program that exposes students to the liberal arts 
and to various high-impact educational practices.

During an annual faculty assessment day, 
faculty reviewed their curricula, course by course, 
and determined to what extent the LEAP Essen-
tial Learning Outcomes (ELOs) were incorpo-
rated into their degree programs. Faculty members 
were then able to review degree curricula and 
determine where there was need for greater 
emphasis on ELOs. Additionally, GC Journeys 
requires each core course to align with and assess 
one or more of the ELOs in addition to the course 
content. This infusion of ELOs in the core and 
upper-division courses ensures that Georgia 
College’s core and degree-level curricula are 
successfully mapped to the essential learning 
outcomes. Since GC Journeys was built from 
faculty input on numerous committees, working 
groups, and task forces over a three-year period, 
faculty engagement in this process was high.

In addition to enhancing workforce prepara-
tion by exposing students to a liberal education 
that emphasizes skill development, we also know 
that there is a connection between students’ 
exposure to mentorships and high-impact prac-
tices, their matriculation through college, and 
their likelihood of having employment after 
graduation. Writing for Gallup, Brandon Busteed 
outlined six undergraduate experiences associ-
ated with students’ timely graduation, post-
graduation satisfaction with work, and even 
lifetime earnings and happiness. These six 
experiences include having “a professor who 

made them excited about learning,” having 
“professors who cared about them as a person,” 
having “a mentor who encouraged them to 
pursue their goals and dreams,” working “on a 
long-term project,” having “a job or internship 
where they applied what they were learning,” 
and being “extremely involved in extracurricular 
activities.” Busteed found that students who 
reported having more of these experiences also 
reported they were thriving and engaged in 
their work and employment after graduation.7 

Indeed, high-impact practices such as a 
unifying first-year experience, a culminating 
final-year experience such as a thesis or project, 
undergraduate research opportunities, community 
engagement, study abroad, and internships and 
co-ops have been found to be related to the 
likelihood of employment in the future. In one 
study, it was found that high-impact practices 
were predictive of “future career plans and early 
job placement.”8 Participation in these practices 
also provided students with transferable skills 
and opportunities to talk to employers about 
their skills and knowledge through stories gener-
ated by this participation. These high-impact 
practices and opportunities provide the vocab-
ulary and real-life talking points whereby students 
can reveal their exposure to the essential skills 
and practices desired by the employer. 

In GC Journeys, faculty can assess students’ 
attainment of the essential learning outcomes 
in their coursework via an ePortfolio. With 
faculty assistance, students select coursework 
artifacts that display their proficiency in each of 
the ELOs. Checkpoints along the way ensure 
that students make progress toward a thoughtful 
portfolio that demonstrates the attainment of 
the outcomes.

Another way liberal arts colleges and uni-
versities can enhance students’ progression 
into the workplace is through the development 
of a robust career or placement organization. A 
recent survey found that 67 percent of first-year 
students want to talk to someone about career 
qualifications when they begin at the university.9 
In the Washington Post, Jeffrey J. Selingo reviewed 
a conversation with Michael Roth, president 
of Wesleyan University, in which Roth stated 
the belief that liberal arts universities such as 
Wesleyan “can do better at preparing students 
for the job market without abandoning their 
traditional role to provide a broad education.”10 
Because making connections between titles of 
majors in the liberal arts and titles of many 
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occupational positions can be difficult, students 
need to be able to fully explain and discuss the 
transferable skills they have acquired in their 
liberal arts studies. Many times, these skills are 
directly related to the soft or essential skills 
that employers say they want. We must assist 
our graduates in acquiring the language to talk 
about these skills to a potential employer. In 
addition, we must do a better job of providing 
opportunities for students to validate or verify 
these skills through transcription or portfolio 
opportunities. A career center that understands 
its important role in doing this can be invaluable 
to liberal arts students as they prepare résumés 

and develop talking points for interviews. In 
fact, Georgia College & State University has 
tripled the number of career advisors and 
heightened the expectation that students will 
visit these advisors by providing career milestones 
for students to reach each year. In addition to 
meeting with academic advisors, students visit a 
career advisor annually, develop a career plan, 
craft a résumé, and establish a LinkedIn account 
prior to graduation. As a result, the career center 
has seen a significant increase in student par-
ticipation in career services including career 
advising appointments and walk-ins, mock inter-
views, and career fairs. In a survey of students 

Georgia College & 
State University
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completing the spring 2018 graduation outcomes 
survey, 97 percent of respondents who secured 
jobs or graduate school admission by the time 
they graduated said they had used the Georgia 
College Career Center!

Other liberal arts universities are attempting 
to bring programs and ideas to their campuses 
that will enhance essential skills development 
and increase the likelihood that employers will 

find these marketable 
skills in their graduates. 
For example, Bates 
College has used the 
concept of “purposeful 
work” to enhance its 
curriculum to include 
practitioner-taught 

courses, and faculty have adapted classes to use 
real-world problems to help students apply 
classroom lessons. In addition, students are 
involved in structured internships in which they 
do real work for a practitioner in the field. A 
review of the program found that participating 
students reported feeling more confident “in their 
abilities to identify appropriate employers and 
positions, present their experiences and skills 
effectively, network, and plan their own careers.”11 

In addition, Denison University encourages 
its current students and graduates to develop 
these employer-desired, essential skills through 
a program called OnBoard offered by their career 
center. OnBoard is an online professional skill-
building platform that offers a series of self-paced 
modules that learners may access to improve 
their understanding and skills in certain areas. 
Current Denison students are encouraged to 
take advantage of these modules during their 
academic year breaks and between regular 
coursework. These modules consist of topics 
such as leadership styles, the time value of 
money, business data trends, ethics, budget 
planning, delivering effective workplace pre-
sentations, security, working with diversity, 
office and workspace etiquette, and etiquette 
beyond the office.12

Liberal arts colleges and universities should 
reject the uninformed opinion that the graduates 
they produce are less qualified for the work-
force than graduates of other universities. In 
fact, a liberal arts education produces the skills 
that business and industry leaders say they want. 
While the liberal arts have been an established 
historic tradition in Western society, some 
educators believe that a preparation in the liberal 

Liberal arts colleges and universities 
should reject the uninformed opinion 
that the graduates they produce 
are less qualified for the workforce 
than graduates of other universities. 

Georgia College & 
State University
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an uncertain future. Recently, a report produced 
by the World Economic Forum predicted that 
artificial intelligence, robotics, nanotechnology, 
and other factors would replace the need for 
five million jobs by 2020.13 This may be why 
businessman and entrepreneur Mark Cuban 
recently expressed concern that industry will 
require a totally different type of individual for 
the workforce in the future: “I personally think 
there’s going to be a greater demand in 10 years 
for liberal arts majors than there were for pro-
gramming majors and maybe even engineering, 
because when the data is all being spit out for 
you, options are being spit out for you, you need 
a different perspective in order to have a different 
view of the data. And so having someone who 
is more of a freer thinker.”14

Contrary to what the critics say, a liberal 
arts preparation can provide the skills and 
preparation many employers look for in today’s 
employees. The future may indeed demand a 
workforce that is prepared with skills enhanced 
by a liberal arts education. So, rather than 
shrink from arguments that the liberal arts are 
inadequate preparation for the workforce, we 
must instead embrace the idea that our graduates 
have the skills and preparation wanted and 
needed by the workforce. We must, therefore, 
provide a robust liberal arts curriculum filled 
with high-impact opportunities and enhanced 
with state-of-the-art career placement entities 
that enable graduates to engage their preparation 
in the new knowledge-based economy and in 
future jobs that do not now exist. n

To respond to this article, email liberaled@aacu.org 
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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Successful careers and financial gain are 
part of the value of a liberal education.  
But its worth is also measured  
in meaningful lives well lived and  
producing leaders in virtually every field  
of human endeavor.

CARMEN TWILLIE AMBAR is president of Oberlin 
College.

in eleven years as a cOllege President, I 
have had countless conversations with faculty, 
staff, students, parents, journalists, and my 
peers from other schools about the future of 
liberal education. The views they expressed 
range from “Liberal education is on its death-
bed” to “It’s the greatest form of education 
ever,” but colleges are terrible at selling it to 

prospective students 
and their families.

In these conversa-
tions, I try to remind 
people that liberal 
education has stood 
the test of time. The 
idea of educating the 
whole person broadly 
and deeply to prepare 

students to meet life’s challenges, to be effec-
tive citizens, and to thrive in their chosen field 
has not only endured, but it has also transformed 
and will continue to transform the lives of millions 
of students and their families. 

I know because liberal education transformed 
my life. I earned my undergraduate degree at 
Georgetown University. I got a broad, deep 
education and took advantage of all sorts of 
extracurricular and cocurricular offerings. My 
classes were mostly small. The intellectual 
atmosphere was intense. I absolutely loved the 
seminars during which wise Jesuits would lead 
us in hours of discussion and debate about phi-
losophy, history, politics, and international rela-
tions. Those experiences formed the foundation 
of my subsequent success in graduate school, law 
school, and higher education. 

So, I don’t believe liberal education is dead 
or dying. It is evolving and adapting to the 
world in which we live. All liberal arts institutions 
are facing manifold challenges exacerbated by 
the uncertain times in which we live. Some 
colleges and universities are better positioned—
financially, geographically, and demographically—
to address the challenges, but no school can 
ignore what is happening in the wider world.

I cannot offer a simple, replicable formula 
for success, because each institution is different 
and liberal arts colleges are by nature complex, 
decentralized organizations. What works at one 
may not be appropriate or applicable at another. 
But by leveraging the thinking skills, inter-
disciplinary mind-set, innovations, and broad 
and deep knowledge of a liberal education, 
colleges and universities can find multifaceted 
solutions to our challenges.  

The challenges are daunting. There are deep 
social, political, and economic divisions in our 
country and in other countries. Technology is 
rapidly changing the way we live, work, com-
municate, and behave. As the pool of prospective 
college students shrinks (as described by Nathan 
Grawe in this issue), the competition for students 
is increasingly fierce. 

Meanwhile, the price of a liberal arts educa-
tion keeps rising, often exceeding the median 
family income in the United States, which was 
$61,372 in 2017.1 Many families won’t even 
consider sending their child to a college for 
which tuition is $40,000 a year, especially when 
an honors college at their state university offers 
a similar experience at a far lower price. Business 
models that rely on student charges to cover 
expenditures aren’t working. 

Despite generations of evidence that a liberal 
education is one of the most powerful engines of 

C A R M E N  T W I L LI E  A M BA R

Liberal Education  
Can Save Itself 
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is growing dismissal and even distrust of what 
we do. Recent survey data from the American 
Council on Education show that the public’s 
perception of the value and quality of a college 
degree has declined markedly over the past two 
years. Only 48 percent of respondents viewed 
liberal education favorably, compared to 88 
percent and 71 percent favorability ratings for 
STEM and business education, respectively.2 
Respondents’ main measure of success in 
higher education came down to one word: jobs. 

Some of the public’s perceptions fly in the 
face of empirical evidence to the contrary, 
including several employer research studies from 
the Association of American Colleges and Uni-
versities (AAC&U),3 but we have to pay close 
attention to what the public thinks. Trying to 
alter public perception of liberal education as a 
concept is a tall order. To me, the only reason-
able way to improve the public’s understanding 
is on a college-by-college basis, each school 
speaking to its campus community and its local, 
regional, and national stakeholders.  

Higher education leaders believe liberal 
education is the best preparation a young person 
can have for the job market and for a rewarding 

and meaningful life. 
We know our graduates 
do well in their lives and 
careers. We celebrate 
their success within our 
own communities, and 
we try to get the news 
media interested. Liberal 
arts grads do just fine in 

the job market, but positive academic news can 
be a tough sell. 

We must speak more clearly about what we do. 
That begins on many of our campuses with 
learning to speak to one another again. Victories 
we thought we had won generations ago—a 
consensus about mutual respect, about the 
value of multiple viewpoints in the search for 
truth, about the primacy of truth itself—are 
fraying in a way that could undermine liberal 
arts colleges and endanger our nation. To 
counter that, Oberlin College created a “sus-
tained dialogue” project on campus. Sustained 
dialogue involves small groups of eight to ten 
students and a facilitator meeting regularly 
over a meal to discuss difficult topics such as 
American politics or hot-button social issues. 
These conversations are grounded in listening to 

understand the other person’s viewpoint rather 
than listening to respond. 

More broadly, schools must reiterate that 
“liberal” in our context is not about politics or 
party affiliation. And “arts” doesn’t mean a stu-
dent will have to take a painting class. 
AAC&U’s definition of liberal education as an 
approach to learning that empowers individuals 
and prepares them to deal with complexity, 
diversity, and change should be on all of our 
websites. We should emphasize that we provide 
students with broad knowledge of the wider 
world—science, culture, and society—as well 
as in-depth study in a specific area of interest. A 
liberal education helps students develop a sense 
of social responsibility, as well as strong and trans-
ferable intellectual and practical skills such as 

The only reasonable way to improve 
the public’s understanding is on a 
college-by-college basis, each 
school speaking to its campus 
community and its local, regional, 
and national stakeholders.
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communication skills, analytical and problem-
solving skills, and a demonstrated ability to 
apply knowledge in real-world settings.

Note that the definition makes repeated 
reference to skills. That’s important because, on 
many campuses, “skills” is still treated as a dirty 
word. Yet, I can’t recall ever receiving a commu-
nication from a parent complaining that we are 
teaching their child useful skills. In fact, we’ve 
always done just that. The challenge now is that 
parents want to see a more immediate demon-
stration of those skills after graduation in the 
form of a job. 

Oberlin now offers entry-level, practice-
oriented public speaking classes, something that 
the college hadn’t offered for decades. We are 
also developing and implementing residential 

commons that are designed to provide students with 
skills in living and learning together successfully.

This is not to say that liberal arts colleges 
should move toward a narrower college curricu-
lum targeted on clearly defined opportunities 
for a specific job right after college. While some 
schools may choose that option because it 
offers their only hope of survival, most colleges, 
including mine, are working to create clearer 
pathways to a career for our students. 

For example, Oberlin’s Career Center is 
launching four “career communities” designed 
to help students explore and more effectively 
identify opportunities in a wide range of profes-
sional fields. The “Nonprofits, Education, and 
Social Impact” and the “Business, Finance, and 
Consulting” career communities have begun 

Oberlin College
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offering programming, online resources, and 
connections to alumni. We’ll be adding two more 
communities: “Arts and Creative Careers” and 
“Health Professions.” 

But transforming higher education into 
training for specific, entry-level jobs is risky. 
In essence, it’s a bet on future demand in the 
job market. We all know how fast technological 
change and the global economy move. It is 
possible that the job a student is aiming for as 
a first-year student may not exist when he or she 
graduates. There’s also basic supply and demand. 
If every student majors in software engineering, 
the supply of graduates will eventually outstrip 
the industry’s demand for engineers, putting 
downward pressure on wages. 

Liberal education should prepare you to 
succeed in multiple careers. Studies show that 
our graduates are likely to change jobs fifteen 
times in their lives, with eleven job changes 
before age forty.4 If all you learned in college was 
how to do one thing, navigating those changes 
is going to be tough.  

While communicating what our institutions 
do is essential, so is self-examination. On a 
practical and immediate level, liberal arts col-
leges must secure the resources that make our 
scholarship, teaching, research, creativity, art-
istry, and engagement possible. And we must 
find a sustainable way of using those resources 
that supports our mission.

To do that, leaders need to ask themselves 
some tough questions. Is an initiative consis-
tent with its mission and values, and does it 
give students the thinking, knowledge, and skills 
they will need to succeed in life? Is the initiative 
financially sustainable? 

Collaboration and innovation are also crucial 
to the health of liberal education. Many schools 
are already collaborating with public- and private-
sector institutions locally and nationally. In 
states or regions with a high density of liberal 
arts colleges, some are exploring ways to share 
faculty and courses. 

Other questions include: What is your insti-
tution’s specialty? Can you find multiple ways 
to deliver it? Building on that may be easier than 
creating a new program from scratch. 

College leaders and faculty should also remem-
ber that the interdisciplinary nature of liberal 
education is a powerful tool that is more relevant 
today than ever before. For example, behavioral 
economics, now a major driving force in the 
economy, grew from the interaction of social 
science and economics. 

To build on Oberlin’s interdisciplinary tradi-
tion, we launched a curricular program called 
StudiOC in fall 2017. It links two or three 
courses around an interdisciplinary theme or large 
social issue and enrolls a common cohort of 
students. For example, one of our StudiOC 
learning communities, “Plagues, Pandemics, 

Oberlin College
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shape societies and how societies shape the 
understanding of infectious diseases. Students 
are studying these questions from the vantage 
points of a biology course and a rhetoric and 
composition class. In addition to sharing class-
room experiences, the students are engaging in 
outside programming that includes guest speakers, 
field trips, debates, and collaborations with 
community partners.

The benefits for students are both intellectual 
and social. They learn to think across disciplines 
and make connections between seemingly 
disparate fields and approaches. And the cohort 
model helps them form supportive peer commu-
nities built around the excitement of exploring 
big questions that resonate both within and 
outside the classroom. StudiOC also enriches the 
faculty by encouraging and supporting scholarly, 
artistic, and pedagogical experimentation. 

The same sort of interdisciplinary synergy is 
playing an important role in artificial intelligence 
(what Joseph E. Aoun and Stephen M. Kosslyn 
call “humanics” in this issue). Microsoft president 
Brad Smith and vice president Harry Shum wrote 
in the foreword of The Future Computed that “one 
of the most important conclusions” of Microsoft’s 
recent research into artificial intelligence (AI) is 
that lessons from the liberal arts will be critical to 
unleashing its full potential: 

At one level, AI will require that even more 
people specialize in digital skills and data 
science. But skilling-up for an AI-powered 
world involves more than science, technology, 
engineering, and math. As computers behave 
more like humans, the social sciences and 
humanities will become even more impor-
tant. Languages, art, history, economics, 
ethics, philosophy, psychology, and human 
development courses can teach critical, 
philosophical and ethics-based skills that 
will be instrumental in the development and 
management of AI solutions.5

That statement is all the more remarkable 
considering that in 2011, Microsoft cofounder 
Bill Gates told a panel of American governors 
that a liberal arts education would hold back 
college graduates in the modern economy.6 

For those of us working in liberal education, 
the interaction of science, art, music, and the 
humanities isn’t some great revelation. We see 
interactions between disciplines every day on 
our campuses. We know that possessing broad, 
deep knowledge and skills, and the ability to 

think flexibly and creatively, is more important 
than ever before. 

Successful careers and financial gain are part 
of the value of a liberal education. But its worth 
is also measured in meaningful lives well-lived 
and producing leaders in virtually every field of 
human endeavor. Even as liberal education 
evolves, it remains one of our country’s great assets.

Leaders need to communicate more effectively 
even as we adapt to the needs and demands of 
this uncertain world. Andrew Bongiorno, the 
great Dante scholar and professor of English 
at Oberlin, who passed away in 1998 at age 
ninety-eight, once said that the real value of a 
liberal education cannot be judged on graduation 
day, because it unfolds and blossoms over an 
entire lifetime. I couldn’t agree more. n

To respond to this article, email liberaled@aacu.org 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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There is still no system of education 
whose outcomes are as good and whose 
core principles are as sound as the 
American system of liberal education. 

BRIAN ROSENBERG is president of Macalester College.

B R I A N  RO S E N B E RG

The Rigidness of 
Academic Routine
in 1943, fresh Off an unsuccessful caMPaign 
for mayor of Minneapolis, Hubert Humphrey 
was hired to teach political science at Macalester 
College. He stayed for only a year before jumping 
back into electoral politics. Within five years, 
he had won election as mayor, delivered a 
landmark speech at the Democratic National 
Convention (“The time has arrived in America 
for the Democratic Party to get out of the shadow 
of states’ rights and walk forthrightly into the 

bright sunshine of 
human rights”),1 and 
won election to the 
US Senate.

Humphrey also left 
behind a letter to the 
chair of the Macalester 
College board of trustees 

in which he reflected upon his time in academia. 
That letter is filled with astute observations, 
one of which came to mind as I read the arti-
cles collected in this issue and thought about 
the current state of liberal arts education. Here 
is Humphrey in 1944: “Possibly the greatest error 
committed by members of the academic profes-
sion is that of being too timid. I have not been 
in the teaching profession long enough to 
become thoroughly indoctrinated with the 
rigidness of academic routine. . . . The smaller 
college and the independent college can per-
form its greatest service by having a school 
administration and a faculty that is fearless in 
the search for truth and courageous in experi-
mentation for new teaching techniques and 
educational procedures.”2

Innumerable things have changed inside 
and outside academia since 1944, but the 
essential conservatism of the academy has not. 
This might seem like a peculiar observation 

since college professors skew overwhelmingly 
liberal in their politics, but it is necessary to 
distinguish between how people approach 
issues in a broad sense and how they approach 
the nature of their own work. When it comes 
to examining their own practices and assump-
tions, colleges and universities tend to be highly 
resistant to change and powerfully attached to 
whatever their current way of doing things 
happens to be. At the risk of overgeneralizing, 
and with a willingness to be provocative, I 
would posit that many faculty members are 
more amenable to overthrowing the capitalist 
system than to changing the way their own 
institutions handle the distribution of adminis-
trative assistants. After all, even as neoliberalism 
collapses, someone needs to prepare those 
letters of recommendation and manage the 
work-study students.

There is little about the governance structure 
or reward system in higher education that 
encourages substantial change. The careers of 
presidents and provosts are briefer, more tenuous, 
and more stressful than (maybe) ever before. 
About the best way for an academic leader to 
guarantee a tumultuous tenure is to try to 
shake things up. And it is the nature of shared 
governance, faced with competing and argumen-
tative constituencies, to revert to the strategic 
plans and institutional priorities that will be 
least offensive to the greatest number of people: 
unobjectionable and uninteresting.

Higher education is also inclined to be 
inward rather than outward looking: that is, to 
focus on the priorities and preferences of internal 
audiences—administrators, faculty members, 
trustees—rather than external audiences like 
prospective students and their families. This is 
not unlike the situation in American health 
care. I sit on the board of a large nonprofit 
health-care provider in Minnesota, and it is 
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Macalester College 

clear that—out of necessity—the central question 
is shifting from “What do the physicians want?” 
to “What do the patients want?” (Hint: not to 
receive ten incomprehensible bills from ten 
different sources for the same medical procedure.) 
One question I almost never hear asked at 
faculty meetings is, “What do the students want?” 
This may not always be the most important 
question, but in most cases it should at least have 
some relevance.

I have no particular quarrel with any of the 
articles in this issue. I also feel neither a deep sense 
of excitement nor the kind of creative discom-
fort that can be caused by truly disruptive ideas. 

For the most part, these are clear explanations 
by presidents and others of steps being taken to 
strengthen or even save their institutions. 
This is what we all do, and the pride and opti-
mism they feel about their new programming 
or organizational structures is appropriate.

Are these changes—more than tinkering 
but less than revolutionary—sufficient to keep 
liberal education viable and relevant over the 
next twenty years? I am not sure. I am perhaps 
overly fond of saying that colleges are like 
zombies—extremely difficult to kill—and the 
number that have vanished has not increased 
dramatically in recent years, despite repeated 
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as Nathan Grawe reminds us in his article in 
this issue, the number of colleges that offer 
what might be described as a traditional liberal 
arts curriculum has shrunk considerably over 
the past three decades and is likely to continue 
to shrink. And I am inclined to agree with 
Rebecca Chopp’s observation that we are in or 
entering a time of “epochal change” in higher 
education that is perhaps different from all the 
other times of change that have previously 
been called out.3 This time, maybe, the boy has 
actually seen the wolf.

I would highlight at least four major chal-
lenges to the current model of liberal educa-
tion, most of which are addressed at least 
briefly in one or more of these articles and 
none of which will be surprising to the readers 
of a magazine titled Liberal Education.

Cost. The majority of college presidents and 
CFOs acknowledge that 
the current business 
model is unsustainable 
for all but the most 
wealthy and selective 
institutions. They also 
acknowledge that there is 
no obvious alternative 
model that produces 
comparably strong educa-

tional outcomes. If there is a single existential 
threat to liberal education as we know it, this 
is it. The demographic changes Grawe outlines 
will make this problem worse. The choices 
being made by our government, which seem 
designed to concentrate even more wealth in 
the hands of a few, to reduce the ability of most 
people to afford college, and to discourage or 
openly ban the entry of international students 
into the country, will make it worse still. 

Inequality of access. A corollary of the cost 
problem is ongoing inequality of access to 
higher education that is tied both to income 
level and to race. This is a profound problem 
for our society and a problem for colleges, 
given that the largest growth in high school–
aged students is projected to occur among those 
segments of the population most poorly served by 
the current system. In his article, Ronald Crutcher 
underscores this point through both data and 
personal experience.

The flight from the humanities. Across all kinds 
of institutions and in unprecedented numbers, 
students are moving away from the humanities 

and the humanistic social sciences and toward 
the STEM disciplines, economics, and business. 
This trend seems to be neither short-term nor 
easily reversible, and it poses a threat to liberal 
education as it is traditionally conceived. Several 
of the articles in this collection touch upon 
this challenge, with the idea of “humanics” 
described by Joseph Aoun and Stephen Kosslyn 
perhaps the most intriguing response.

The flight to cities. A large number of liberal 
arts colleges in the United States are small and 
located in rural areas or small towns. Most of 
these colleges rely on tuition for the bulk of 
their revenue. Increasingly, students, not to 
mention the general population, are being 
drawn to urban areas, putting enormous enroll-
ment and financial pressure on hundreds of 
rural institutions. Hiram College, the focus of 
an article in this issue by its president, Lori 
Varlotta, is a school of 1,100 located in a town 
of 1,200. I commend its attempt to attract 
students by introducing the “New Liberal Arts.” 
Many institutions are adopting similar strategies 
to attract students and overcome the disadvan-
tages of size and location. I am rooting for their 
success but uncertain about its likelihood.

This sounds like a daunting set of challenges 
because, in fact, it is. Throw in additional factors 
like a thoroughly dysfunctional national govern-
ment indifferent to the importance of education 
and a decline in public confidence in the edu-
cational system, and it is enough to make people 
like me glad that we are far closer to the end 
than to the beginning of our careers.

When it comes to examining their 
own practices and assumptions, 
colleges and universities tend  
to be highly resistant to change  
and powerfully attached to 
whatever their current way of 
doing things happens to be.

Macalester College 
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of education whose outcomes are as good and 
whose core principles are as sound as the 
American system of liberal education. For all 
its self-inflicted wounds and externally inflicted 
challenges, this is a system whose central goals 
are worth fighting for and preserving. Here, I 
think, we find an important difference between 
our endangered system of health care and our 
endangered system of liberal education. Evidence 
suggests that the outcomes of our health-care 
system are, relative to those in other developed 
countries and despite our enormous expenditures, 
poor: the infant mortality rate in the United 
States, for instance, is higher than in several 
dozen countries including Switzerland, France, 
Germany, and Portugal, not to mention most 
of Eastern Europe. It would be difficult to find 
similar evidence of the poor outcomes of US 
liberal education, and in fact the career paths 
and satisfaction levels of the people who have 
benefitted from that education would suggest 
the opposite. Many Americans might trade the 
outcomes of our health care system for those of 
the system in Switzerland. Would they make the 
same trade when it comes to higher education?

The Association of American Colleges and 
Universities defines liberal education as: 

an approach to learning that empowers 
individuals and prepares them to deal with 
complexity, diversity, and change. It pro-
vides students with broad knowledge of the 
wider world (e.g., science, culture, and society) 
as well as in-depth study in a specific area of 
interest. A liberal education helps students 
develop a sense of social responsibility, as well 
as strong and transferable intellectual and 
practical skills such as communication, 
analytical and problem-solving skills, and a 
demonstrated ability to apply knowledge 
and skills in real-world settings.4

These are the right goals. They are and long 
have been essential to the health of a multi-
cultural, pluralistic, democratic society. They 
suggest the inseparability of individual and 
collective benefit. Yet, for a wide variety of rea-
sons, we have boxed ourselves into a situation in 
which an education of this kind is becoming 
available to a smaller and smaller and wealthier 
and wealthier portion of the population and is 
decreasingly valued and understood by our polit-
ical—as distinguished from business—leaders.

We can, it seems to me, follow one of two 
paths. We can continue to do things more or 

less as we always have and concede that a liberal 
education will gradually become a valuable and 
attractive luxury good, available to the fortunate 
few. For example, Amherst College—which 
has received anonymous gifts of $100 million and 
$50 million within the past year or two—will 
have no trouble staying the course and serving 
its 1,800 students. Or we can acknowledge that 
fundamental changes to our economic and peda-
gogical models are necessary if a liberal education 
is to remain available to a meaningfully large and 
diverse portion of the American population.

I wish I could conclude these observations 
by stating exactly what those fundamental 
changes should be. I suspect that evolving 
technologies will play a central role and that—
as is so often the case with change—we will 
have to reach a state of deep and obvious crisis 
before we are moved to act. About the best I 
can do is take us back to Hubert Humphrey and 
insist that “the rigidness of academic routine” 
will serve us less well than a willingness to be 
“fearless in the search for truth and courageous 
in experimentation.”

The initiatives described in this issue are a 
start: a tentative one, perhaps, but we do have 
to start somewhere. n

To respond to this article, email liberaled@aacu.org 
with the author’s name on the subject line.

NOTES
1. James Traub, “The Party of Hubert Humphrey,” 
Atlantic, April 7, 2018, https://www.theatlantic.com/
politics/archive/2018/04/did-hubert-humphrey-doom 
-the-democratic-party/557282/.
2. Hubert Humphrey, unpublished letter to Macalester 
College board of trustees, DeWitt Wallace Library 
archives, August 7, 1944.
3. The death of the liberal arts college has been predicted 
virtually since its creation. For an example, see Paul 
Neely, “The Threats to Liberal Arts Colleges,” in 
Distinctively American: The Residential Liberal Arts 
Colleges, ed. Steven Koblik and Stephen R. Graubard 
(New Brunswick: Transaction, 2000), 27–45.
4. Association of American Colleges and Universities, 
“What Is a Liberal Education?,” https://www.aacu.org/
leap/what-is-a-liberal-education.
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The ideals and principles of the  
liberal arts are not the problem.  
But the practice of liberal arts education 
has suffered from neglect.

LEON BOTSTEIN is president of Bard College. 

few subJects have suffered as Much as the 
liberal arts from the numbing power of stale 
rhetoric, hollow appeals to tradition, and unre-
lenting journalistic misrepresentation. Together, 
these three factors have generated and legiti-
mated public skepticism about the liberal arts. A 
liberal arts education (which is rarely identified 
with the acquisition of scientific literacy) 
seems either a useless enterprise or a decorative 

habit cherished by a 
narrow elite, compara-
ble to someone’s ad-
herence to religious 
ritual without inner 
conviction. The brutal 
facts of a demographic 
decline in the college-

bound population in the decades ahead and 
the steady decrease in net tuition revenues 
since 2007 (which sparked the need to bring 
down the cost of a college education through 
discounts and financial aid) have added a severe 
financial dimension to a wider crisis of confi-
dence for liberal arts institutions. Indeed, the 
unprecedented existential predicament now 
faced by liberal arts education is widely under-
stood. Less well understood is how to counteract 
the mix of ignorance and falsehoods about the 
liberal arts. It is clear that there are no superficial 
remedies. Only bold responses will work.

These responses must be substantive. They 
must deal with the definition of liberal learning, 
the content of the curriculum, and the character 
and quality of teaching and learning. Insofar as 
the commonplace traditional rhetoric used in 
defense of the liberal arts has any value—an 
appeal to the skills and perspectives the liberal 
arts are said to nurture—that rhetoric must be 

vindicated by what students actually encounter 
in their undergraduate experience. No quick fix 
based on technological tricks will work. The 
history of education, particularly at the post-
secondary level, has shown that teaching and 
learning have easily absorbed technological 
progress since the Renaissance—movable type, 
modes of mechanical reproduction, and tele-
communication—without altering their funda-
mental human character. Teaching and 
learning require face-to-face contact in real 
time and in real—not virtual—spaces. The 
latest technological revolution will improve 
teaching and learning, but only at the margins.

Let us assume, then, that contemporary 
technology might help the promise of the liberal 
arts to be realized. The ideals and principles of 
the liberal arts are not the problem. But the 
practice of liberal arts education has suffered 
from neglect. If we are to redeem the promise 
of the liberal arts, ten long-standing issues must 
be confronted.

1. The structure of the undergraduate curricu-
lum must be emancipated from the disciplinary 
organization of the graduate research university 
curriculum, particularly in the humanities and 
social sciences, but also in the sciences. There 
is no justification for structuring an undergrad-
uate liberal arts curriculum along the lines of 
graduate school academic departments. The 
result of doing so is that the overwhelming focus 
in college is on the major, which is defined in 
graduate school terms. Students entering college 
ask basic questions about life. They are in search 
of ways to define their place in the world. They 
are concerned about their own lives and are 
curious about large problems in the world—
matters of justice, the nature and possibilities 
of work and employment, the future of the 
planet, the construction of meaning, the nature 

L E O N  B O T S T EI N

Redeeming  
the Liberal Arts
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of nature. These grand, wide-ranging concerns 
are not mirrored by the professional or disci-
plinary divisions of a university. The proper 
response is not old-fashioned survey courses; 
rather, courses on issues and problems that probe 
deeply and draw from more than one discipline 
are needed. So too are curricular structures that 
develop, from the first year, a common ground for 
all students that can enable serious conversa-
tion and debate among them. Finally, the sense 
of excitement and satisfaction derived from 
the active life of the mind must be nurtured. 
As Seneca put it, “True joy is a serious thing.” 
Cultivating that recognition ought to be a 
basic goal of the liberal arts.

2. The faculty that teach the liberal arts are 
therefore not sufficiently trained by doctoral 
degree programs. The discipline-based special-
ization reflected in a doctoral dissertation is 
indispensable, but it is not sufficient. It does 
not prepare faculty to teach in a liberal arts 
curriculum. Undergraduate institutions must 
address this shortcoming. The task of the 
faculty is to link the intellectual traditions in 
which they are trained to the implicit and 
explicit questions students have and the desire 
for answers students bring to college. If college 
graduates are to be armed with rigorous methods 
of inquiry that define scholarship, interpreta-
tion, and research, the curriculum must be 
organized explicitly to link the conduct of 
learning to life. In this regard, the dichotomy 
between research and teaching is false. Both 
are essential activities, but newly minted 
experts need training to connect to novice and 
nonspecialist students. They also need to be 
trained to widen the scope of their classroom 
expertise beyond one discipline. The curriculum 
ought to be organized around issues and problems, 
not fields of study.

3. The command of language is central to the 
liberal arts. A primary goal of all liberal arts edu-
cation must be the nurturing of a sophisticated 
command of language in writing, reading, and 
speaking. The capacity to articulate a persuasive 
argument and to interpret texts through close 
reading are indispensable objectives for the liberal 
arts. These are not trivial goals. The command of 
language is crucial to finding out what others 
think and what one thinks or wishes to think. 
Furthermore, these skills must be augmented 
by an understanding of scientific methods, the 
rules of evidence, and the various approaches to 

the critical interrogation of received wisdom 
and knowledge. For that to happen, coding, 
computation, and a fundamental grasp of math-
ematics—particularly statistics and probability—
are essential.

4. The learning that occurs in the liberal 
arts must be consistently active and not passive. 
The teaching must demand close scrutiny of 
what students say and write. In the sciences, 
the beginning years of study must integrate 
active research—the doing of science—by 
defining problems and working to solve them, 
in order to deepen a genuine need to know in 
students. From the very start, what students 
have yet to grapple with—the counterintuitive 
and the obscure—needs to be the basis for gen-
erating the curiosity that drives their acquisition 
of skills and knowledge.

5. The liberal arts must include in its prac-
tice the realm of the human imagination that 
we define as the aesthetic. The making of art 
with written language (poetry and prose fiction), 
nonlinguistic materials (visual media like paint-
ing or video), sound (music), the body (dance 
and movement), and speech (theater) must find 
a place in the curriculum. 
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6. The conduct of philosophy is the founda-
tion of the liberal arts. The issues of what might 
constitute truth, beauty, and justice are funda-
mental. Questions of epistemology, theology, 
aesthetics, and moral and political values—
ethics—concern all students, no matter their 
nationality, ethnicity, class, gender, sexual orien-
tation, or professional ambitions. Therefore, all 
liberal arts programs must provide a curricular 
platform that cuts across interests, identities, 
and origins and fosters debate and the airing 
of conflicting views. The skills required to 
develop empathy, tolerance, and one’s own 
convictions must be honed through exchanges 
with peers in and out of the classroom.

7. The prominence of technology in the 
lives of entering college students has dimin-
ished the rigorous study of the past and its 
preservation. The implication of recent radical 
advances in technology, particularly in commu-
nication and access to information, is that history 
does not matter. The break between past and 
present appears sharper than it is. The liberal 
arts must challenge the dominant illusion of 
discontinuity and therefore the idea that the 
study of the past is irrelevant. Our constructs of 

the past, notably the unquestioned, often mythic 
simplification of history, actually shape the way 
we see the present and future. Engagement 
with the historical encourages memory, a habit 
of mind that is endangered by today’s gadgets.

8. A student’s academic career in the liberal 
arts must end with a major academic undertaking 
designed and completed by the student. This can 
be a major essay, baccalaureate thesis, exhibit, 
recital, engineering project, research enterprise, 
or initiative organized and realized within society. 
The student should have the opportunity to 
stake some ground with their expertise, take 
responsibility and ownership of a significant effort, 
and gain responses beyond that of a single 
teacher. The entrepreneurial skills involved in 
planning and executing a major project during 
one’s college years are critical for a student’s 
future utility of a liberal arts education.

9. The boundaries between the classroom 
and the extracurricular realm need to be broken 
down. The whole point of the liberal arts is 
that they have the potential to influence one’s 
conduct in life, not only in terms of personal 
ambitions and decisions but in terms of citizen-
ship. What is considered fun or leisure ought 
to be challenged by learning and reflection. 
Our sense of the commonplace and ordinary 
can be transfigured. Likewise, the curriculum 
should help students cultivate ideas about how 
they wish to function as a constituent within 
politics and society. Out-of-classroom opportu-
nities for civic engagement should emerge 
from the classroom and be coordinated with 
curricular expectations.

10. All students should encounter and study 
a civilization and culture with which they have 
no personal connection or history. Whether 
through the study of a language other than 
English or some other curricular opportunity, 
the task of sorting out resemblances and differ-
ences between and among discrete cultures is 
essential; it helps locate the shared as well as the 
distinctive, explode stereotypes, and promote 
tolerance and combat prejudice.

Central to the claims on behalf of the liberal 
arts is a presumed link between higher education 
and the practice of democracy. The expansion 
of access to higher education since the 1960s 
has resulted in more citizens graduating from 
college, many with liberal arts degrees. Yet 
despite that increase, the quality of civic and 
political life has never sunk so low. Apathy and 
passivity thrive alongside intolerance and rabid 

Bard College
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way we practice the liberal arts.

The stark fact is that in post–World War II 
America, the liberal arts were never given a 
chance. In the name of the liberal arts, from 
the mid-1960s on, students increasingly earned 
degrees in academic fields or preprofessional 
programs framed by an ever-shrinking and per-
functory component of general education. 
Indeed, thoughtful efforts to implement liberal 
learning were distinctly in the minority after 
the war. In the 1950s and 1960s, colleges 
increasingly professionalized the faculty in 
terms of formal disciplines and institutionalized 
undergraduate programs that mirrored graduate 
departmental notions of modern academic 
practice and high standards.

It is ironic that only in the face of severe 
threats to democracy, liberty, and the rule of law 

has the commitment to 
undergraduate education in 
the name of the liberal arts 
thrived. The first example 
stems from America’s entry 
into World War I. The 
war spurred Columbia 
University to create a 
two-year core curriculum 
designed to introduce 

American students to culture and history beyond 
America’s shores. 

In the 1930s, America found itself in an 
economic depression and surrounded by new 
revolutionary states, communist and fascist. 
Both offered plausible alternatives to a seem-
ingly failed ideal of democracy designed to 
protect the freedom of the individual. St. John’s 
College and the University of Chicago devel-
oped liberal arts curricula with the explicit 
intention of making an argument for freedom 
and democracy, particularly against Nazism and 
Stalinism. The link between liberal education 
and democracy was celebrated early on in the 
Cold War, when the threat took the form of a 
challenge from abroad in the name of commu-
nism. But the response, particularly after the 
Sputnik crisis, was largely utilitarian and favored 
majoring in academic fields of expertise. 

The threat we face today is as profound as 
those America faced in 1917 and in the 1930s. 
And it has emerged from within our own country. 
The breakdown of civility, the heightening of 
prejudice and fear, the spread of misinformation 
and disinformation, the evisceration of public 

space, the intolerance of ambiguity, the deni-
gration of any standard of truth telling, the 
shameless venality of politicians, and the 
manipulation of policy to perpetuate radical 
economic inequality have all created an 
unprecedented challenge to democratic politics 
and freedom of thought and speech.

The defense of reason and deliberation, a 
commitment to finding the truth and exposing 
falsehood, and the habit of political participation 
should all be inspired by liberal education. The 
fact that they have not been reminds us that 
the political crisis we face calls for a basic reform 
of what we now accept as standard practice in 
the liberal arts: a curricular system dominated 
by majors in academic fields and preprofes-
sional readiness. In this system, the college 
experience becomes little more than the accu-
mulation of courses and a minimum of random 
distribution requirements. 

In addition to a major reform of how the 
liberal arts need to be implemented, we must pay 
attention to how higher education is separated 
from elementary and secondary education. The 
time has come to shorten the length of elemen-
tary and secondary schooling and start college, 
with a liberal education, two years earlier than 
the current practice permits. A two-tier system in 
elementary and secondary schooling would result: 
six grades after preschool for the elementary 
segment and four years of high school, ending 
after the tenth year. College could then start 
earlier, at what is now the eleventh grade.

The defense of this argument is no longer 
purely theoretical, based on claims about the 
nature of adolescence in contemporary society or 
arguments rooted in developmental psychology. 
Since 2001, liberal arts early colleges have been 
established that teach students from the ninth 
to the twelfth grades. In these programs, college 
faculty have successfully led young people to 
complete high school and a two-year liberal arts 
degree centered on general education by the end 
of the twelfth year, two years earlier than usual.

Currently, there are nine public high school 
and liberal arts early college programs developed 
and run by Bard College in six cities: New York, 
Newark, Baltimore, Cleveland, New Orleans, 
and Washington, DC. These programs have 
established a successful track record for students 
from diverse backgrounds in inner cities. These 
underserved and disadvantaged students have 
benefitted from access to the liberal arts at an 
earlier age. The early college graduates go on to 

The political crisis we face calls 
for a basic reform of what we  
now accept as standard practice 
in the liberal arts: a curricular 
system dominated by majors  
in academic fields and  
preprofessional readiness.
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a variety of bachelor’s programs, and more than 
90 percent of the graduates finish the bachelor’s 
degree. Getting a larger percentage of the pop-
ulation to finish a two-year degree can be done 
better and more cheaply by ending college sooner 
and by creating early colleges rather than by 
expanding the community college system. 

The imperative, therefore, is to start college 
early and take the opportunity to offer a genuine 
liberal education using teachers with expertise 
but committed to teaching, holders of doctorates 
in the arts and sciences, and not products of 

schools of education. We can establish a new 
structure that justifies the high-minded rhetoric 
about the liberal arts, which we have become 
accustomed to invoking thoughtlessly in a 
routine conventional manner. But there is no 
point to starting early if we fail to design a power-
ful and inspiring curricular realization of the 
ideals of liberal learning that adequately addresses 
contemporary politics and culture. n

To respond to this article, email liberaled@aacu.org 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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