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W Making Excellence Inclusive:  
Roots, Branches, Futures
In 2012, anticipating the association’s centennial anniversary, AAC&U expanded its mission to 
encompass both liberal education and the long-term project of making excellence inclusive. This 
shift was not made lightly. The expansion of our mission built on at least two decades of work to 
clarify the kind of learning college graduates need most, for a complex world and as citizens in a 
diverse and still inequitable democracy. It also built on the extensive work that AAC&U has led 
over the past two decades to help our member institutions, and the higher education community as  
a whole, create more intentional, hospitable, and educationally empowering environments for the 
diverse and unevenly prepared students now flocking to postsecondary education.  

So what are the connections between liberal education and inclusive excellence? What does the 
concept of inclusive excellence add to the mission of advancing liberal education? 

As I look toward the conclusion of my term as AAC&U’s president, I want to share my own perspective 
on these questions by exploring 
the roots and branches of AAC&U’s 
decision to expand its mission to 

encompass both liberal education and inclusive excellence. I take great pride in this accomplishment. 
But I am conscious that this expanded mission calls us to far-reaching new work. In what follows,  
I want to share with you, our members, the foundations of our expanded mission and my own sense 
of the complex and demanding journey that lies ahead.  

Inclusive excellence must be anchored in clear goals for quality learning

In a knowledge-fueled economy, it is necessary but nonetheless insufficient to provide expanded access to 
college for groups previously underserved. It is also necessary but insufficient to focus primarily on whether 
underserved students are making timely progress toward degree completion. Quality learning is—and 
must be—the sine qua non for students who place their hopes for the future in the benefits of college.  

To be specific, graduates will be poised for longer-term success when they possess—in addition to 
depth in the fields they choose as specializations—broad, big-picture knowledge of the world they 
are navigating (physical, cultural, historical, socioeconomic); well-honed intellectual and practical skills 
that prepare them to deal with the complexity of that wider world; proficiency in integrating, adapting, 
and applying their learning to complex problems; and a grounded sense of ethical and civic responsibility 
for their uses of knowledge. The forms of learning that allow students to achieve these outcomes 
also prepare students to adapt responsively and responsibly to change. 

Historically and substantively, this design for quality learning is best described as a liberal and 
liberating education. But, claims to the contrary notwithstanding, liberal education does not belong 
only to the liberal arts and sciences disciplines. The hallmark learning outcomes of a quality liberal 
education can and must be cultivated—in context-appropriate ways—across all fields of study, “liberal 
arts” and career focused alike.  

General education is an important component of a quality liberal education. But general education 
cannot by itself provide the entirety of a horizon-expanding and empowering education. Rather, to 
foster integrative liberal learning, general education must work in tandem with major programs and 
with students’ own particular interests, prior learning, and aspirations.

To help diverse learners achieve a high-quality liberal and liberating education, we must seek ways 
to cultivate the hallmark liberal learning outcomes within the career-attentive fields of study that most 
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College must prepare 
students to help create just 
and inclusive communities

students choose and through dramatically improved approaches to general education. Addressing 
liberal education goals and learning outcomes across the entire educational experience is a bedrock 
issue for AAC&U. But many in higher education do not necessarily grasp this part of the inclusive 
excellence agenda, continuing to treat general education and liberal education as one and the same. 
The project of advancing quality liberal learning across the entire educational experience remains a 
work in progress. It needs to become an urgent priority.

Quality learning necessarily includes diversity learning

A liberal education is characterized by enduring goals—fostering broad learning, developing the powers 
of the mind, cultivating ethical and civic responsibility, preparing learners to put knowledge to use. 
But liberal education is not static. It has become and remained America’s premier higher education 
tradition because it has constantly adapted its practices to the needs of a changing world. 

In our time, some of the most powerful changes in the substance and pedagogy of liberal educa-
tion have been driven by deep engagement, both with the diversity and pluralism of our world and also 
with the tensions between Americans’ professed aspirations to democratic justice and the persis-
tence of deep disparities and exclusions within the United States as well as within other societies.  

Together, these explorations have led to a new understanding that, in a diverse and still divided 
democracy, a quality college education must build capabilities that graduates need, not just to navigate a 
diverse world, but to help create more just, equitable, and inclusive communities. To be specific, given 
the diversity of our democracy, given the United States’ historic commitment to the values undergirding 
democracy, and given the inevitable intersection with the global community, a quality education 
for our time must include rich learning about cultural and societal diversity, including one’s own 
(typically multiple) sources of identity and community; exploration of the connections between democratic 
principles of equal dignity and opportunity and the restless quests for “justice-seeking” and expanded 
social power that have long characterized US democracy and societal movements around the world; 
and experiences that deliberately build students’ capacity to work productively and collaboratively 
across differences of many kinds, not just to “understand” our challenges but to help create positive 
solutions for a shared future.

Diversity learning described in this way builds needed capacities for the workplace 
and the economy. Indeed, in the two most recent AAC&U surveys, employers have listed 
“problem solving with people whose views and experiences are different from one’s 
own” as the very top goal for college learning. 

But diversity learning also needs to engage the public problems we face as a democracy and in the global 
community. AAC&U affirmed this strongly through its work in the 1990s, and built civic learning 
directly into its LEAP Essential Learning Outcomes at the start of the twenty-first century. We also 
strongly influenced the inclusion of civic learning and engagement with diverse perspectives into 
Lumina Foundation’s Degree Qualifications Profile.

Collectively, against a long-term trend toward seeing college only as a source of private benefit 
and financial “return on investment,” AAC&U has sought to help higher education affirm that all 
students ought to graduate prepared and inspired to take responsibility for the quality of our shared 
futures—in the workplace, in the community, and in their own personal contexts.  

Conversely, college learning lacks quality when it does not intentionally prepare students with the 
knowledge and skills required for a diverse and still inequitable world and for their roles in civil society. 
This is easily stated but not widely understood. In the same way that our society likes to think of itself 
as post-racial, many like to think of quality learning as diversity opaque or diversity optional. There is 
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good reason to think that many of those who have embraced the language of “inclusive excellence” 
really use it as a synonym for compositional diversity. But AAC&U always intended the term to refer 
to knowledge, skills, and experiences that would help create a more just and inclusive society and that 
would create better solutions to the problems we need to solve.

Achieving inclusive excellence requires transformative change

Providing a quality education to twenty-first-century learners will require far-reaching and transformative 
change—deploying both high-tech and high-touch strategies—at the institutional and systemic levels. 
US colleges, community colleges, and universities will need to make far-reaching changes in their 
institutional, curricular, and pedagogical practices—including their interaction with communities 
beyond the academy—to ensure that today’s diverse and diversely prepared students actually achieve an 
empowering and horizon-expanding education. Those changes will be facilitated in part by the digital 
revolution, but they will depend for their effectiveness on human judgment, caring, and community.

The needed changes are not just structural. They begin with shifts in the mindsets that have 
colluded, or at least acquiesced, for the entirety of US history, in systems of marginalization, inequity, 
and intolerance. The needed changes—in mindset and in institutional and educational practice—

already are being made, at virtually every kind of institution. But the pace 
of change is much too slow.  

Indeed, the eruption of campus protests concerning marginalization 
and aggression against specific groups serves to underline the possibility 
that higher education may well have lost ground on issues that were front 
and center in the 1990s: specifically, the recognition that campus climate 
itself functions as a signaling device to “new” students, with the signals too 
often indicating that students from underrepresented groups are neither 
welcomed nor valued.

As early as the 1980s, AAC&U coined and helped promulgate the concept 
of a “chilly climate” as an obstacle for women and minorities in higher 

education. But developing the concept is far different from successfully warming the climate. Making 
excellence meaningfully inclusive is everyone’s shared responsibility, and higher education still urgently 
needs leadership and touchstones to track its own progress, institution by institution, in meeting that 
standard. Moreover, there is a worrisome trend toward a radical personalization of college learning 
through self-paced digital programs that students do largely on their own. This trend risks draining 
from the educational context all the potential of living and working in diverse and collaborative 
communities, with a corresponding loss of needed knowledge. To make excellence inclusive, we must 
ensure that college learning is collaborative, not solitary.

Democracy is disfigured when disparities persist

How did AAC&U build the commitment and the capacity—as a staff and as a community of participat-
ing institutions—to envision, advance, and help document higher education’s progress from a community 
built on exclusive excellence to a community embracing inclusive excellence? It was largely through the 
AAC&U initiative American Commitments: Diversity, Democracy, and Liberal Learning (1992–2002). 
Fully as complex in its time as the Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative and far 
better supported by multiple philanthropies, relatively speaking, American Commitments decisively 
shaped the mindset I brought to my presidency—not just about the substance of liberal education, 
but about how to gain traction on a huge agenda when one’s wallet remains limited.  

The eruption of campus protests 
concerning marginalization  
and aggression against specific 
groups serves to underline the 
possibility that higher education 
may well have lost ground  
on issues that were front and 
center in the 1990s
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All involved in the initiative knew, of course, that students occupy a “global” world. But American 
Commitments asked higher education what it could and should do about US diversity and US 
disparities, with specific attention to the communities and neighbors who were (and are) relegated 
to the margins of society, notwithstanding our democracy’s formal commitment to such principles 
as justice, human dignity, and meaningful opportunity.  

In 1995, the American Commitments initiative specifically recommended that each student 
should explore his or her own sources of identity in dialogue with others; learn about US pluralism 
and the multiple pursuits of justice that characterize this society; work with selected community 
partners on “justice-seeking,” meaning movements to expand opportunity and redress inequities; 
and work on contested issues related to societal diversity in the context of his or her major. 
Those of us who worked on these concepts in the 1990s know how far US higher education remains 
today from successfully realizing them.

 Many institutions have, of course, established “diversity requirements.” But we know from re-
search that significant numbers of students do not think their education helped them learn either 
about diversity issues or about important questions in their own society. In other words, requiring 
the study of diversity is not necessarily building capacity to take responsibility for the future of a 
shared and diverse democracy. Indeed, the current political scene suggests a house deeply divided 
on the future of US pluralism, even among college-educated citizens.

Nonetheless, the issues explored in American Commitments continued to influence AAC&U’s 
later initiatives. Through unwavering determination since 2001, and in the face of a funding climate 
far less hospitable than in the 1990s to diversity and learning initiatives, AAC&U has continued to 
promote and advance higher education’s capacity to prepare students for a diverse and globally 
shared world. Some of our most recent work in this area resulted in the national report A Crucible 
Moment: College Learning and Democracy’s Future, which was released in 2012 at the White House 
following a broad mobilization of organizations, scholars, and practitioners to shape recommendations 
about the future of civic learning across school and college.  

The point I want to underscore is that there is a direct lineage between the vision 
outlined in American Commitments (c. 1995), the vision and recommendations 
outlined in A Crucible Moment (2012), and the substance of the LEAP Challenge, 
which AAC&U issued in 2015. The LEAP Challenge urges higher education to expect 
students to work on significant problems and projects during their college studies and to ensure 
that students are prepared to succeed with problem-centered inquiry and analysis. 

To date, AAC&U has described the LEAP Challenge and students’ Signature Work projects as 
capaciously (or inclusively) as possible, describing the multiple forms such projects could take, but 
saying little about the actual substance of the topics students might tackle. Yet, the opportunity is 
now there for AAC&U members to engage students directly with the public problems we need to 
solve as a diverse and globally engaged democracy. In other words, preparation to succeed with their 
Signature Work projects could lead students to work extensively, and with diverse partners, on exactly 
the kind of civic problem solving that A Crucible Moment envisioned.

I warmly hope that, as we envision the future of our work on making excellence inclusive, we will 
keep in mind that this mission-level commitment was framed and formed through AAC&U’s deep and 
ongoing engagement with the aspirations of a just and inclusive democracy and with the distance our 
society and every society must travel to fulfill those aspirations.—CAROL GEARY SCHNEIDER 

The LEAP Challenge 
builds directly from 
A Crucible Moment
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Creativity and innovation are at the heart of a contemporary liberal education, and both 
are central to the educational vision this association has been advancing through the Liberal Education and 
America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative. The LEAP Principles of Excellence call on educators to “teach the arts 
of inquiry and innovation,” for example, and the set of LEAP Essential Learning Outcomes, the cornerstone of 
that signature initiative, includes “creative thinking” among the intellectual and practical skills all students 
need to gain in order to prepare for twenty-first-century challenges. 

Moreover, for nearly a decade now, AAC&U has regularly sponsored public opinion research to examine the 
extent to which college students, recent graduates, and employers are aware of the consensus among educators that 
the LEAP outcomes represent the contemporary standard for excellence in undergraduate education; whether they 
share educators’ belief that these particular outcomes are essential for success in professional, civic, and personal 
spheres; and how well they believe colleges and universities are doing in terms of helping students achieve those 
outcomes. The surveys have consistently shown that students, recent graduates, and employers share in the consensus 
that the LEAP Essential Learning Outcomes represent the kind of learning today’s students need for success. 

With respect to creativity and innovation, however, the surveys point to a need for greater emphasis on 
“the ability to be innovative and think creatively.” The first survey, published in 2006, found that 70 percent 
of employers and 54 percent of recent graduates believe that greater emphasis is needed. And the most recent 

survey, published just last year, found 
that while both students and employers 
regard “the ability to innovate and be 

creative” as a “very important” outcome of a college education (69 percent and 65 percent, respectively), there 
is a wide gap between the perception of each group when it comes to how well colleges and universities are 
currently doing in this area: 57 percent of college students say they are being well prepared, yet only 25 percent 
of employers agree. 

The Featured Topic section of this issue takes up the challenge presented by those findings: how can higher 
education more effectively foster outcomes related to creativity and innovation? In the lead article, Leticia Britos 
Cavagnaro and Humera Fasihuddin describe the skills and mindsets they believe students need to develop while in 
college, regardless of “whether they join companies, become educators and researchers, get jobs in government or the 
nonprofit sector, or start their own ventures,” and present several compelling examples from their own work with 
student innovators. Based on their experience, they argue that, ultimately, a transformation of higher education is 
needed if it is truly to “prepare students to thrive in the complexity and ambiguity of the twenty-first century.”  

In the second article, Fernando Lozano and Amanda Sabicer focus on the new demands today’s economy places 
on student preparation as the driving force behind higher education’s embrace of creativity and innovation. Draw-
ing from their experience with innovative partnerships between higher education institutions and local community 
organizations, government, and industry that enable students to apply their learning in “real-world” situations, 
Lozano and Sabicer identify several key elements for fostering a “creative and innovative ecosystem.” 

Taken together, these articles demonstrate how students can be helped to develop “creative thinking” and 
practice “the art of innovation,” and they suggest promising directions for changes in how undergraduate education 
is conducted—changes that, if implemented, could go a long way toward ensuring all students graduate with 
“the ability to innovate and be creative” that they and their future employers agree is essential to success in the 
twenty-first century.—DAVID TRITELLI
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NEWS AND INFORMATION

• June 21–25, 2016
Institute on High-Impact  
Practices and Student Success 
University of California– 
Los Angeles

• July 12–15, 2016
Institute on Integrative Learning 
and the Departments 
Loyola University Chicago

• July 12–31, 2016
PKAL Summer Leadership  
Institutes for STEM Faculty 
Adamstown, Maryland

• October 6–8, 2016
Global Learning and the College 
Curriculum: Nurturing Student  
Efficacy in a Global World 
Denver, Colorado

• November 3–5, 2016
Transforming Undergraduate 
STEM Education: Implications  
for 21st Century Society 
Boston, Massachusetts

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

New Biennial Lecture to 
Honor Carol Geary Schneider
To honor the legacy of President 
Carol Geary Schneider, who will retire 
on June 30, 2016, the AAC&U board 
of directors has established the Carol 
Geary Schneider Lecture on Liberal 
Education and Inclusive Excellence. 
The lecture will be delivered biennially 
at the AAC&U annual meeting in 
Washington, DC, by high-profile 
thinkers who help us understand and 
engage with issues fundamental to 
both higher education and our 
democratic society.

2016 Frederic W. Ness Book 
Award Winner
At the AAC&U annual meeting in 
January, the 2016 Frederick W. Ness 
Book Award was presented to Michael 
S. Roth for Beyond the University: 
Why Liberal Education Matters (Yale 
University Press, 2014). Recounting 
historical debates over the benefits—
or drawbacks—of a liberal education, 
Roth focuses in the book on important 
moments and seminal thinkers in 
America’s long-running argument over 
vocational versus liberal education.

Established in 1979 to honor the 
president emeritus of AAC&U, the 
Frederic W. Ness Book Award 
recognizes significant contributions to 
the understanding and improvement 
of liberal education. More information 
about the award—including selection 
criteria, information about the 
nomination process, and a listing of 
past winners—is available online at 
www.aacu.org/about/ness-award.

New Officers and Directors 
for AAC&U Board of Directors
At the annual meeting in January, 
AAC&U members elected a slate of 
new officers for the board of directors. 
James P. Collins, Virginia M. Ullman 
Professor of Natural History and 
Environment at Arizona State 
University, became chair of the 
board, taking over from Edward J. 
Ray, president of Oregon State 
University; Ray will continue to 
serve on the board’s executive 
committee as past chair. AAC&U 
members voted to appoint Elsa Núñez, 
president of Eastern Connecticut 
State University, as vice chair of the 
board. Sean Decatur, president of 
Kenyon College, will continue in his 
three-year term as treasurer.

In addition, seven directors were 
appointed to board: Thomas Bailey, 
George and Abby O’Neill Professor 
of Economics and Education, Teachers 
College, Columbia University; Mark 
Becker, president, Georgia State 
University; William J. Craft, president, 
Concordia College; Ronald Crutcher, 
president, University of Richmond; 
Alex Johnson, president, Cuyahoga 
Community College; Lenore Rodicio, 
provost for academic and student 
affairs, Miami Dade College; and 
Judith R. Shapiro, president, the 
Teagle Foundation.

A complete listing of members of 
AAC&U’s board of directors is 
available online at www.aacu.org/
about/board.

Upcoming Meetings
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A Moonshot Approach to       Change in Higher Education
L E T IC I A  B R I TO S  C AVAG NA RO  A N D  H U M E R A  FA SI H U D D I N

LETICIA BRITOS CAVAGNARO and HUMERA FASIHUDDIN are co-leaders of the University 
Innovation Fellows program. The program originated under the National Science Foundation 
(NSF)–funded National Center for Engineering Pathways to Innovation (Epicenter),  
a joint venture of Stanford University and VentureWell. Following the end of the NSF grant 
in July 2016, the University Innovation Fellows program will continue as part of Stanford’s 
Hasso Plattner Institute of Design (known as “d.school”).

GOOGlE fOundERS Larry Page and Sergey Brin revolutionized the way we access 
and use information. And they didn’t stop there. Their bold thinking has led 
them to explore such “moonshots” as reimagining transportation with self-driving 
cars and making clean energy accessible to everyone with high-flying wind turbines. 
According to Google, a project qualifies as a “moonshot” if it meets three criteria: 
it tackles a huge problem, proposes a radical solution, and involves breakthrough 
science or technology.1 

Technology has accelerated the pace of change in how we live and work, and it also 
has democratized who can be involved in shaping that rapid evolution. An increasing 
number of people can easily access the tools to realize almost anything they can 
imagine. On the flip side of this new world of possibilities are problems of growing 
complexity, such as climate change, cyberterrorism, and widespread income inequality. 

Higher education needs to change in order to equip learners with the skills and 
mindsets they will need to tackle daunting challenges and to 
leverage tools of unparalleled potential. Let’s explore these 
skills and mindsets, which students will need whether 
they join companies, become educators and researchers, 
get jobs in government or the nonprofit sector, or start 
their own ventures.

They will need to be comfortable with ambiguity and 
uncertainty. According to Nick Swayne, executive director of 4-VA, a collaborative 
partnership between five Virginia universities, “students need to learn to manage 
real-world situations—not artificial Disneyland-like ones—because they will soon 
be out in the real world. We need to allow students to get to the edge of the cliff, 
instead of keeping them away, because it’s at the edge where the learning happens.”2

The problems that expose students to the edge can be called “wicked problems.” 
According to Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber, professors of design and urban 
planning at the University of California–Berkeley, a “wicked problem” has innumer-
able causes, is tough to describe, and doesn’t have a right answer.3 The Association of 
American Colleges and Universities calls them “unscripted problems.”4 

Students can and should tackle wicked or unscripted problems as part of their 
educational journeys. Yet, by contrast, the problems and case studies prevalent in 
most curricula are neatly defined and have a previously known answer—often a 
single right answer. Knowing that an answer already exists completely changes 
the way students think about a problem. Thus, far from providing “training 
wheels” for tackling problems in the real world once they graduate, these practice 
problems are counterproductive for the development of the needed skills and 

Students can be the change agents 
that spark accelerated and 
lasting impact at their schools
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A Moonshot Approach to       Change in Higher Education
Creativity, Innovation, and the Redesign of Academia

Lehigh University’s Mountaintop campus occupies an 
industrial hangar that once belonged to Bethlehem Steel
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attitudes. Table 1 compares both types of prob-
lems across different dimensions.

As humans, we have a natural tendency to 
want to find solutions quickly when faced with 
a problem, and we become very uncomfortable 
under the uncertainty and ambiguity that char-
acterizes unscripted problems. Favoring well-
defined problems that have a known right answer 
reinforces the habit of jumping to the first 
evident solution, or that of avoiding complex 
problems altogether.

They will need to be problem solvers and 
problem finders. To come up with solutions 
that will make a difference, it is crucial to 
determine whether we are solving the right 
problem. Consider the following example, as 

described by Tom and David 
Kelley in their book Creative 
Confidence.5 Students in the 
Design for Extreme Affordability 
course at Stanford University’s 
Hasso Plattner Institute of 
Design (“the d.school”) are 
placed in interdisciplinary teams 

to design affordable solutions for daunting 
problems proposed by nonprofits in the devel-
oping world.6 In 2007, one of those student 
teams was presented with the problem of 
infant incubators that are expensive to main-
tain in rural hospitals in Nepal. Reducing the 
cost of existing incubator designs by eliminating 
parts and using less expensive materials was an 
obvious way to solve the problem. But it’s the 

non-obvious solution that comes from a deep 
understanding of a problem that gives rise to 
true innovation.

With that goal in mind, the students traveled 
to Nepal to immerse themselves in the world of 
the people involved in the problem—doctors, 
nurses, mothers—and better understand their 
needs and perspectives. What they saw and 
experienced allowed them to challenge their 
assumptions about the problem. They found 
functional yet empty incubators at the hospital, 
and learned that the babies who needed them 
were often born in villages so far away that 
many could not make it to the hospital. The 
students reframed the problem, from the need 
for a cheaper hospital incubator to the need to 
help parents keep their premature babies warm 
and transport them to the hospital. The solution, 
a portable baby-warming device called the 
Embrace Warmer, is currently being used in eleven 
countries and has received numerous awards.7 
In this case, reframing the problem was the key 
to reaching a solution that saves lives.

They will need to be empathetic. The 
Embrace Warmer case also demonstrates the 
need for a skill that is essential to tackling 
complex problems: understanding the perspec-
tives of the (usually multiple) stakeholders 
involved. At the heart of the methodology 
taught to d.school students is empathy. Com-
monly and mistakenly conflated with sympathy, 
empathy can be defined as the ability and disposi-
tion to step into the shoes of others in order to 

Table 1. School problems vs. real-world problems

School problems/case studies Authentic, wicked problems

Scope/parameters of  
the problem

Defined, given to the student; hypotheti-
cal or historical

Not well defined; there is uncertainty and 
ambiguity

Solution One or more right solutions, known by 
the instructor (or determined by history)

No known or right solution (or the challenge is to 
find solutions that are better or radically different 
from those in existence)

What students are 
required to learn

Predetermined body of knowledge 
deemed relevant to the problem given 
by the instructor

Emerging areas of inquiry, which may span 
different disciplines

Skills that are fostered Analytical skills, problem-solving skills Problem-finding and problem-framing skills, 
synthesis skills (to make sense of data) and 
creative skills (to come up with new solutions)

Ownership of the process Usually instructor driven Usually student driven

Role of the instructor Sage on the stage Guide on the side

All students should be 
exposed to important notions 
about how we learn, as 
this will influence their 
behavior and outcomes
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By seeking and understanding the perspectives of 
the mothers, the Design for Extreme Affordability 
students were able to focus on an opportunity that 
was at the root of the problem.    

They will need to be bold thinkers. Once a 
problem that matters has been identified, coming 
up with a solution that makes a difference requires 
creative thinking. Beyond understanding “what 
is,” we must envision “what could be.” Critical 
thinking is another skill that education must 
bolster in order to prepare students for the com-
plexity of the twenty-first century. Doing so will 
require educators to dispel the prevalent myth 
about the existence of two kinds of people: 
those who are creative, and those who are not.

Is it reasonable to expect that one might 
master math problems without practice solving 
them? Or is it possible to become a pro at a 
sport without setting foot on the field? Why 
would we concede that we are not creative 
without doing any work to hone our creative 
skills? Producing creative work, like anything 
else, requires intention, deliberate practice, 
and the belief, by both students and educators, 
that everyone has the capacity to produce it.

Astro Teller, “Captain of Moonshots” at 
Google’s parent company, Alphabet, claims that 
it is easier to come up with a solution that is 
ten times better than existing solutions than it 
is to improve something by 10 percent. He calls 
this “10x thinking.” The logic is that, when 
aiming for incremental changes, it is inevitable 
to focus on existing tools and assumptions;  
by contrast, when we aim for 10x solutions, we 
must really challenge our assumptions about 
what is possible.8

According to the 2015 National Survey of 
Student Engagement, coursework that emphasizes 
creative skills (e.g., generating new ideas, taking 
risks, inventing new methods to find solutions) 
is positively related to student engagement in 
several areas. However, there are pronounced 
differences by field of study in the extent to 
which students felt they could take risks in their 
coursework without fear of penalty.9 So, the 
degree to which students in certain disciplines 
exercise their creativity might vary greatly.

They will need to be lifelong learners. In his 
Reflections on the Human Condition, Eric Hoffer 
wrote, “In a time of drastic change it is the learners 
who inherit the future. The learned usually find 
themselves equipped to live in a world that no 
longer exists.”10 Stepping into the uncharted 

territory of “what could be” requires curiosity and 
just-in-time, self-directed learning skills that 
enable us to dive into areas of knowledge that 
emerge as we explore problems and imagine 
possible solutions. Confidence in our learning 
skills is what can put us at ease when we find 
ourselves faced with ambiguity.

All students should be exposed to important 
notions about how we learn, as this will influence 
their behavior and outcomes. The work of 
Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck on the 
difference between a growth mindset and a fixed 
mindset is especially relevant,11 as is the work 
of David Yeager, one of Professor Dweck’s grad-
uate students. Currently assistant professor of 
psychology at the University of 
Texas at Austin, Yeager showed 
that incoming freshmen who 
get, as part of their orientation, 
an article about the malleability 
of the brain and how practice 
makes it grow new connections 
are more likely to stay on track in 
their first semester, which is an 
indicator of graduation rates. If a 
simple “mindset intervention” 
has a demonstrable effect on aca-
demic outcomes, then integrating 
these concepts more broadly has great potential to 
revolutionize the educational system.12 In addi-
tion, more often than not, what is evaluated in 
classes is what the student produces, and that 
sends a strong signal about what is valued. The 
use of explicit language and holistic assessment 
tools like e-portfolios can be leveraged to signal 
the value of the learning process to students.13 

What learning experiences might produce 
these outcomes? 
According to research done by Harvard professor 
Clay Christensen and his colleagues, the skills 
and mindsets discussed above map well onto the 
skills and behaviors that characterize the inno-
vative entrepreneurs who have revolutionized 
the ways in which we live and work.14  

Over the past few decades, centers and insti-
tutes devoted to innovation and entrepreneurship 
(I&E) have been proliferating at universities 
nationwide.15 While many operate within busi-
ness or engineering schools, they increasingly 
serve a broader student population. Both within 
and beyond academia, two broadly applicable I&E 
approaches have gained considerable traction: 
“design thinking” and “lean startup.” The design 

If a simple “mindset 
intervention” has a 
demonstrable effect 
on academic outcomes, 
then integrating these 
concepts more broadly 
has great potential 
to revolutionize the 
educational system
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among other institutions, can be described as a 
human-centered and experimentation-driven 
process to define and solve problems creatively. 
But the process is only a scaffold for the devel-
opment of skills and mindsets that can be applied 
in no prescribed order. The lean startup approach, 
made popular by serial entrepreneur Steve Blank, 
is based on the premise that those leading new 
ventures and initiatives within existing organi-
zations must search for a viable business model 
through experimentation, customer feedback, 
and iterative design, and they must do so in a 
hypothesis-driven fashion that parallels the way 
scientists work.  

While design thinking is commonly associated 
with innovation and lean startup with entrepre-
neurship, both frameworks overlap in significant 
ways. First, both approaches aim at uncovering 
the needs of the people who will be served by a 
given solution, product, or service (design think-
ing labels those people “users” or “stakeholders,” 
while lean startup calls them “customers”). 

Second, making ideas tangible 
and testing them early in the 
process is a cornerstone of both 
approaches (“prototyping” in 
design thinking; creating a 
“minimum viable product,” or 
“MVP,” in lean startup). More-
over, both innovation and 
entrepreneurship are about 

putting ideas out into the world. Thus, educa-
tors who teach these approaches generally resort 
to a hands-on, active pedagogy and emphasize the 
development of skills and attitudes (mindsets), 
rather than just knowledge acquisition.

What makes I&E learning experiences  
valuable for all students? 
These experiences give students the autonomy 
to work on projects that are connected to their 
passions. Most, if not all of us, can remember a 
teacher who inspired us to love a subject or 
discipline. The role of inspiration in teaching 
and learning is elevated in maxims such as 
Plutarch’s “the correct analogy for the mind is not 
a vessel that needs filling, but wood that needs 
igniting.” This is especially critical in the expe-
rience of first-year students. Students’ first con-
tact with a discipline or area of study can either 
inspire them to dig deeper, or it can turn them 
off and reduce the subject to a requirement to be 
checked off. Unless we engage the whole student 

as a human being with emotions and not merely 
a rational machine that receives information, 
we won’t be able to achieve deep learning.

Giving students the autonomy to learn new 
skills while exploring areas they are or might 
be interested in is key to fueling their intrinsic 
motivation and love of learning. At Lehigh 
University’s Mountaintop campus, which occu-
pies industrial hangars that once belonged to 
Bethlehem Steel, students from diverse majors 
and levels come together in the summer to work 
on projects of their own choosing.16 While 
faculty mentors are on hand, the students inde-
pendently define the goals of their projects 
and determine how to pursue them. They get 
resources, can borrow equipment, and are 
assigned a space in the open building, which 
they must configure and maintain. Projects in 
the summer of 2015 ranged from low-energy 
sustainable farming to the design of exoskeleton 
appliances to aid in rehabilitation for patients 
with muscle disorders. 

Beyond capstone courses and other projects 
of similar scope, like the Lehigh Mountaintop 
experience, how might we integrate this practice 
into the fabric of the educational experience? 
In the spring of 2013, the d.school embarked 
on a year of exploration into possible futures of 
learning at Stanford—through classes, workshops, 
and the development of tools that involved stu-
dents, faculty, administrators, and a diversity of 
partners. The project, named Stanford 2025, 
aimed at inspiring further exploration and experi-
mentation by the broader community invested in 
the future of higher education.17 For example, 
the project explored the concept of purpose 
learning, whereby students would declare a 
mission, not a major. They would couple their 
disciplinary pursuit with the purpose that fuels 
it. “I’m a biology major” would be replaced by 
“I’m learning human biology to eliminate world 
hunger.” 

They give students opportunities, space, and 
tools to become better collaborators. Complex 
problems require approaches from multiple 
perspectives, so it is imperative that students 
have ample opportunities to learn to work in 
multidisciplinary teams. In the Lehigh Mountain-
top experience described above, the student 
teams get their own space in the building and 
are responsible for configuring and maintaining 
it. It is important that the space belongs to the 
team and that the project is on neutral grounds, 
as this sets the stage for equal participation by 

Students’ first contact with a 
discipline or area of study  
can either inspire them to  
dig deeper, or it can turn them 
off and reduce the subject to a 
requirement to be checked off
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Scott Doorley and Scott Witthoft describe how 
the d.school uses space to promote effective 
and creative collaboration by multidisciplinary 
student teams working on design thinking 
challenges. Through the intentional use of 
flexible furniture configurations and vertical 
surfaces to display and manipulate shared infor-
mation, the space promotes active and inclu-
sive behaviors.18 The Learning Spaces 
Collaboratory is another useful resource that 
helps educators think deeply about the “quali-
ties and affordances of spaces for learning that 
reflect communal awareness of societal and 
institutional goals for what 21st-century stu-
dents are to become.”19

In addition, becoming an effective team 
collaborator within and across disciplines needs 
to be embraced as an important learning objective. 
While working on design challenges, student 
teams from the d.school’s Creativity and Inno-
vation class spend time at the lab of Neeraj 
Sonalkar in the Center for Design Research. 
There, the students’ team dynamics are observed 
and captured using a custom notation developed 
by Sonalkar.20 Afterward, the teams receive a 
report that describes such aspects as the balance 
of contributions and the type or interpersonal 
behaviors, making connections to research 
findings. This feedback, which is then discussed 
in class, allows the teams to work on improving 
their interactions and outcomes.

They give students the opportunity to expe-
rience productive failure. When exploring “what 
could be” and putting bold new ideas out into the 
world, failure is not only inevitable, but should 
be embraced as a key part of the learning process. 
While the default bias in education is to provide 
learners with guided instruction prior to, or 
concurrent with, their learning of new skills and 
concepts, researcher Manu Kapur from Singapore’s 
National Institute of Education has conducted 
several experiments showing the value of pro-
ductive failure. In one of those experiments, 
students who were allowed to solve complex 
problems without instructional facilitation 
significantly outperformed—when tested with 
higher-order application problems—students 
who were exposed to a traditional lecture and 
practice sequence.21

They expose students to different ways of 
thinking and learning. Play is an essential 
ingredient in how we learn as children. How-
ever, as we advance in the educational system, 

learning often becomes a solemn endeavor in 
which playfulness has no place. The Maker 
Movement, tightly linked to I&E and spreading 
rapidly across the United States and beyond, 
has the potential to change that misconcep-
tion.22 Spurred by easy access to new technologies 
such as 3-D printing and Arduino, an open-
source electronics platform, and facilitated by 
online platforms and physical work spaces 
knows as “makerspaces,” interconnected com-
munities are demonstrating the value of ways 
of learning that engage our brains, our hands, 
and our whole selves. 

One in a thousand infants is born with missing 
fingers. Shea Stollenwerk, a third-grader from 
Mukwonago, Wisconsin, is one of them. When 
she saw robotic-looking prostheses on the Internet, 
she asked her mom whether she could get one 
for Christmas. State-of-the-art prostheses can 
cost thousands of dollars and, since children 
grow too fast, most don’t get one. Shea’s mom 
reached out to Frankie Flood, a professor at the 
University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee (UWM) 
and director of the Digital Craft Research Lab. 
Under the guidance of Flood and his colleague 
Andream Blair, UWM students designed and 
3-D printed a hand for Shea. They also shared 
the design with E-nable, a network of volunteers 
who collaborate on open-source designs and print 
hands for hundreds of children. With names 
like “Cyborg Beast” and “Raptor,” these hands 
are designed to stand out and evoke the 
superpowers of comic-book heroes, helping 
these kids shed the stigma of disability.23

“The Maker Mindset,” a manifesto by Dale 
Dougherty, one of the founders of the Maker 

At the Center for 
Design Research at 
Stanford University, 
Dr. Sonalkar observes 
and captures students’ 
team dynamics using 
a custom notation
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and the biggest opportunity for the Maker Move-
ment is to transform education.”24 We couldn’t 
agree more. Beyond the creative and effective 
application of technology to solve real-world 
problems, learning by making can have a profound 
impact on the learner’s mindset, causing a shift 
from learning about the world to learning by 
changing the world.

Our moonshot: Students as change agents
In this article, we have discussed the need for 
today’s college graduates to be prepared to 
navigate an uncertain future. We’ve argued 
that innovation and entrepreneurship learning 
experiences provide a useful foundation for 
students to collaborate on team-based projects, 
work on wicked problems, and gain skills needed 
to bring radical, creative solutions to life. Na-
tional organizations and researchers have been 

advocating for change in 
higher education in this 
direction for the last sev-
eral decades,25 yet the pace 
of change has been slow.

We believe changing 
higher education needs a 
moonshot approach. During 
the past three years, we 
have been testing out a 
bold idea: students can be 
the change agents that 

spark accelerated and lasting impact at their 
schools. At first glance, this might sound counter-
intuitive; students spend a relatively short time 
in school compared with faculty and adminis-
trators, and they are not directly tied to the 
machinery that makes strategic decisions about 
schools’ operations and futures. Yet it is pre-
cisely for these reasons that students can be 
powerful change agents who can challenge the 
assumptions about how things are done. 

Students can be engaged as designers. Com-
pared to several decades ago, customers today 
have an incredible amount of influence when it 
comes to rating a movie, their dining experience, 
or their new cars. We have come to expect that 
our opinions matter, and we value the opinions 
of others when making purchases ourselves. 
Companies, nonprofits, and communities are 
learning that the best way to ensure a product is 
successful is to actively engage customers early 
in the design phase. Engineers call it “agile 
development,” entrepreneurs call it “lean startup,” 

and designers call it “design thinking.” Regard-
less of their differences, they all agree that a 
state of permanent beta—where a constant flow 
of information from the customer informs the 
evolution of products—is best for business success. 
The most innovative companies in the world 
leverage what are called “customer evangelists,” 
or incredibly passionate users, to co-design 
offerings hand in hand with product developers, 
and then champion those products to the user 
community. Why not in academia? 

In fact, the most innovative colleges and 
universities are doing just that. Olin College of 
Engineering was established in 1997 with the 
mission to revolutionize engineering educa-
tion. From the outset, Olin engaged students as 
co-designers. Students, referred to as Olin Partners, 
worked alongside founding faculty and admin-
istrators during a “pre-freshman year” while the 
school was being built in order to shape every 
aspect of the school, from admissions to curricula. 
Today, Olin is a model for hands-on, student-
centered education that schools from all over 
the world seek to emulate.

Established schools have taken steps to engage 
students in the same way. At the University of 
Pittsburgh, six students partnered with faculty 
to design a brand new honors engineering 
course called The Art of Making. The students 
helped design not only the curriculum, but a 
“makerspace” classroom suitable for the hands-
on nature of the course. In addition, they created 
a visually appealing website to attract students 
and served as teaching assistants to help facilitate 
successful execution.26 The course met with such 
success that it is now being expanded outside 
the honors college.

Students have the power of peer-to-peer 
influence. Student leaders are uniquely positioned 
to accelerate the pace of change in academia 
because they have “street cred.” They are at the 
grassroots with their peers, share the same expe-
riences, and speak the same language. This 
peer-to-peer effect is a powerful one, giving 
students the unique ability to present new 
learning opportunities using language that will 
resonate with a broad range of students. Kent 
State University students Robin Bonatesta and 
Paul Dilyard created a student co-working space 
at the library, which they called “the Fridge.”27 
The new space is an experiment in providing a 
place where students can meet and collaborate 
on projects that span different disciplines. 
There are no set schedules, no permanent 

Beyond the creative and effective 
application of technology to 
solve real-world problems, 
learning by making can have a 
profound impact on the learner’s 
mindset, causing a shift from 
learning about the world to 
learning by changing the world
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faculty or staff, and no rules about what students 
can do there.

In addition to new spaces, a new wave of 
extracurricular activities has emerged in the form 
of “hackathons,” which are almost entirely 
student driven and draw thousands of students 
from across campuses to exercise their creative 
abilities and learn new skills. The innovations 
that emerge may include novel technologies with 
commercial potential. Student organizers are 
fostering a culture of creativity and innovation, 
while also providing a new means for students 
to pursue their professional interests through 
hands-on self-directed projects. In March 2015, 
students at James Madison University organized 
the first student-led hackathon in just eight 
weeks’ time, securing sponsorship from several 
companies. Judges heard pitches from students 
who had spent forty-eight hours defining 
opportunities and building prototypes. The top 
prize went to an epidemiology student who had 
coded a working database and a smartphone 
app to allow the crowdsourcing of health infor-
mation within a community to follow, for 
instance, the spread of the flu virus.

Students are not bound by the same con-
straints as faculty and administrators. Student 
change agents volunteer their time to make a 
difference on their campuses. They do not have 
the same reporting structures as faculty and are 
not required to build consensus through com-
mittees. As a result, they have much greater 
freedom to operate and can experiment with 
ideas that do not require a wealth of resources.

Tanner Wheadon, a student at Utah Valley 
University applied a prototyping/lean startup 
approach to create a makerspace at his school. 
When he first approached the administration, he 
was told that such an investment might be con-
sidered in the five-to-seven-year plan for the 
school, given space limitations. Undeterred, 
Tanner set out to prove the value of the idea. 

Scraping together what little resources he could 
locate, Tanner purchased an industrial cart and 
filled it with inexpensive prototyping supplies. 
He identified a general education course with a 
couple of unused weeks in the schedule and, 
using his mobile makerspace, experimented with 
a design thinking curriculum within that course. 
As a result of that inexpensive pilot, he was 
invited to train all the instructors teaching the 
course on his curriculum. Most recently, he led a 
design thinking workshop for the president and 
his cabinet and, as a result, received four offers of 
space to realize his original vision of a makerspace. 
The prototyping approach Tanner employed is 
crucial in defining, testing, and building support 
for new investments in academia. It can help 
ensure that we build the right spaces and 
resources, instead of spending millions of dollars 
up front on unproven concepts. 

Kettering University student Alan Xia, a 
mechanical and electrical engineering major, 
had a key insight about lab assignments: students 
are given fairly prescriptive and rigid instructions 
on how to complete a set of tasks, which takes 
out of the equation the exploration and experi-
mentation (and fun!) that are key to learning 
to think and work like a scientist and an engi-
neer. Also, aside from the designated times when 
a course is in session, lab spaces are locked and 
the machines inside just sit there, unproductive. 
Convening student volunteers, professors, and lab 
technicians, Alan and other students created 
Open Lab Days. Once a term, the unused labs are 
open to all students for the whole day, during 
which they may work on any project of their 
choosing. Materials, support staff, and food are 
provided. Members of the community, including 
children, are also welcome. Open Lab Days chal-
lenge assumptions about who the teachers are. As 
Alan puts it, “Everyone learns!” Professors and lab 
technicians, along with students and community 
members, are both learners and teachers. 

At the University of 
Pittsburgh, students 
helped design the  
curriculum and 
a “makerspace” 
classroom for 
the hands-on 
learning course 
“The Art of Making”
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Activating student change agents
The student change agents from Kettering, 
Kent State, University of Pittsburgh, Utah 
Valley, and James Madison featured in the 
stories above are University Innovation Fellows. 
Over the last three years, our program has 
trained and supported close to six hundred 
student leaders. The process of becoming a 
fellow requires nomination by the institution 
and application by the student. Once accepted, 
a rigorous six-week online video-conference 
training prepares the students to survey the 
learning opportunities related to I&E on their 
campuses and to identify opportunities for 

improvement that inform a strategic 
plan of action. This is followed by an 
in-person event at Google headquar-
ters in Silicon Valley and at Stanford’s 
d.school, where the fellows are exposed 
to design thinking, lean startup ap-
proaches, and cutting-edge practices 
in learning experience design and 
facilitation. The skills and mindsets 
acquired during this hybrid training help 

the fellows in their quest to improve their schools 
in collaboration with faculty and administrators.28 

University Innovation Fellows are reaching 
hundreds of peers on campus, with new physical 
spaces for collaboration and creation, workshops, 
courses, and clubs. For faculty and administrators 
interested in expanding the accessibility of their 
innovation and entrepreneurship programs, 
University Innovation Fellows contribute fresh 
ideas for learning opportunities, as well as the 
speed and agility to bring those ideas to life. Those 
who nominate University Innovation Fellows are 
themselves change agents and find fellows to be 
powerful collaborators who not only have been 
trained to effect change, but also can leverage 
their student perspectives to engage their peers. 

Student change agents represent a moonshot 
approach because they can help achieve the 
momentum needed to catalyze a movement on 
campus. Faculty and administrators who believe 

in a new model for education can push only so 
hard for change. For these “early adopters,” 
student change agents are like rocket fuel, 
accelerating and scaling their efforts. However, 
gaining the momentum that enables institu-
tional leaders to cross the proverbial “chasm” 
and achieve widespread change comes down to 
the bystanders. Faculty who observe a move-
ment from the sidelines fall into two camps: 
the early majority and the late majority. The 
early majority will join a movement because they 
don’t want to be left behind, ultimately engaging 
the entire campus community to form a tide 
of support for the change effort. 

Transforming higher education so that it 
prepares students to thrive in the complexity and 
ambiguity of the twenty-first century will require 
that we all adopt the 10x thinking that leads to 
radical solutions. We must be willing to examine 
the core assumptions at the foundations of the 
system. One of those assumptions is that students 
belong on the receiving end, as the customers 
of the system. Our experience shows that they 
can be so much more. Our hope is that by 2025, 
most of the 4,500 accredited institutions in the 
United States will adopt bold change strategies 
that nurture and leverage their students as change 
agents to improve higher education. We invite 
you to join us in achieving this moonshot. n

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

NOTES
1. See Miguel Helft, “Astro Teller: How Google X 
Works,” Fortune, December 30, 2014, http://fortune 
.com/2014/12/30/astro-teller-google-x.
2. Nick Swayne, personal communication with the authors. 
3. Horst W. J. Rittel and Melvin M. Webber, “Dilemmas 
in a General Theory of Planning,” Policy Sciences 4 
(1973): 155–69. 
4. See “The LEAP Challenge: Education for a World of 
Unscripted Problems,” Liberal Education 101, no. 1/2 
(2015): 16–21.
5. Tom Kelley and David Kelley, Creative Confidence: 
Unleashing the Creative Potential within Us All (New York: 
Random House, 2013). Tom Kelley is a partner at design 
consultancy IDEO, and David Kelley is founder of both 
IDEO and the Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at 
Stanford University (best known as the d.school).
6. For more information about the course, see http://
extreme.stanford.edu.
7. For more information about the Embrace Warmer, 
see http://embraceglobal.org/embrace-warmer.

University Innovation 
Fellows at the 

2014 Silicon Valley 
Meetup at Google

Student change agents 
represent a moonshot 
approach because they 
can help achieve the 
momentum needed to 
catalyze a movement 
on campus



LiberaL education  Spring 2016   17

F
E

A
T

U
R

E
D

 
T

O
P

I
C8. See Astro Teller, “Google X Head on Moonshots: 

10X Is Easier Than 10 Percent,” Wired, February 11, 
2013, http://www.wired.com/2013/02/moonshots-matter 
-heres-how-to-make-them-happen. 
9. National Survey of Student Engagement, Engagement 
Insights: Survey Findings on the Quality of Undergraduate 
Education (Bloomington, IN: Center for Postsecondary 
Research, Indiana University School of Education, 
2015), 2.
10. Eric Hoffer, Reflections on the Human Condition 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1973), 22.
11. See Carol. S. Dweck, Mindset: The New Psychology 
of Success (New York: Random House, 2006).
12. See Paul Touch, “Who Gets to Graduate?,” New York 
Times Magazine, May 15, 2014, http://www.nytimes.com/ 
2014/05/18/magazine/who-gets-to-graduate.html.
13. For example, the Stanford d.school’s website uses 
explicit language to identify the focus on “innovators, 
not innovations” as part of the point of view of the 
organization; see http://dschool.stanford.edu/our 
-point-of-view/#innovators.
14. See Jeffrey H. Dyer, Hal Gregersen, and Clayton 
M. Christensen, “The Innovator’s DNA,” Harvard 
Business Review 87, no. 12 (2009): 60–67.
15. See Entrepreneurship Education Comes of Age on 
Campus: The Challenges and Rewards of Bringing 
Entrepreneurship to Higher Education (Kansas City, MO: 
Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation, 2013).
16. For more information about Lehigh University’s 
Mountaintop initiative, see http://www1.lehigh.edu/
mountaintop.
17. For more information about Stanford 2025,  
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(2011): 561–79. 
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3-D Printing Prosthetic Hands That Are Anything  
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accessed December 20, 2015, http://llk.media.mit.edu/
courses/readings/maker-mindset.pdf.  
25. See, for example, National Academy of Engineering, 
Educating the Engineer of 2020: Adapting Engineering 
Education to the New Century (Washington, DC: 
National Academies Press, 2005); The LEAP Challenge: 
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The Creative Thinking VALUE Rubric  
helps faculty assess creative thinking  
in a broad range of transdisciplinary or 
interdisciplinary work samples or collections 
of student work. The rubric is made up  
of a set of attributes that are common to 
creative thinking across disciplines.

The Creative Thinking VALUE Rubric is  
one of sixteen rubrics developed through the 
Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate 
Education project, part of AAC&U’s Liberal 
Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) 
initiative, and keyed to the LEAP Essential 
Learning Outcomes. For more information 
about the VALUE project or to download the 
VALUE rubrics, visit www.aacu.org/value.

Creative thinking is the 
capacity to combine or 
synthesize existing ideas, 
images, or expertise in 
original ways; it is developed 
through experiences that 
enable the learner to 
think, react, and work 
in imaginative ways that 
are characterized by a 
high degree of innovation, 
divergent thinking, 
and risk taking. 

Creative Thinking VALUE Rubric
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F E R NA N D O  L OZ A NO  A N D  A M A N DA  SA BIC E R

Building Ecosystems to Support Risk Taking, 
Resiliency, and Collaboration 

Creativity and Innovation

In the face of contemporary challenges, 
a liberal education empowers our 
students—and our future workforce—
to ask the right questions and to 
build the interdisciplinary bridges 
that may lead to answers

RAThER ThAn dIvInG InTO a discussion of the 
new labor market, we begin with an anecdote 
drawn from Amanda’s experience as a supervisor 
and senior leader at Los Angeles Cleantech 
Incubator (LACI), a nonprofit organization 
established by the City of Los Angeles to ac-
celerate the development of clean technology 
startups. We’ll call this “Ellen’s Story”:

Last summer, Ellen, an 
intern working at LACI, 
approached me toward 
the end of her summer 
internship and confessed 
that she wasn’t sure 
what she wanted to do 
after she graduated 
from college in May. 
Ellen had narrowed 

her choices down to law school or business 
school—or potentially both since, as she 
explained in all earnestness, two graduate 
degrees would be better than one when 
applying for jobs. When I probed why she 
was considering those options, she admitted 
her music major, while personally fulfilling, 
wasn’t going to get her a job. Setting aside 
the fact that I had hired her (despite her music 
degree!), I knew the source of her fear was 
that she felt her focus on music left her unpre-
pared and unattractive in the job market. 
Somehow, in the literal world of undergrad-
uate students, there is an assumption that 
your major prepares you only for employment 
in that sector. 

I looked her straight in the eye and said, 
“Let me clarify something for you. You don’t 
just have a music degree, you have a liberal arts 
degree that has taught you all the critical-
thinking skills you need to get a job, and that 
is what matters.” I probably shouldn’t have 
been surprised by her stunned expression. As a 
politics major at Pomona College, I was once 
in Ellen’s shoes and, looking back, I wish some-
one had been as explicit with me about the 
skills I was developing—and about the skills that 
I had not developed. After years of performing 
very well in the highly structured educational 
environment, which provided a clear grading 
system to measure my success, I was completely 
unprepared for the more chaotic, unpredictable, 
and unstructured life after graduation.

Ellen’s story is one of the many we hear 
from today’s college students and that inspire 
our partnership. 

This article is a summary of the motivation 
for, and the themes discussed in, the session we 
facilitated in April 2015 at “Diversity, Equity, 
and Excellence: College Learning and America’s 
Unmet Promise,” a LEAP Centennial Forum 
cosponsored by the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) and the 
Los Angeles Area Chamber of Commerce. 
When we started brainstorming for this session, 
our conversation focused on how the creativity 
fostered by a liberal education is linked to the 
innovation needed in the private sector today. 
While recognizing the significant social, political, 
and labor-market pressures to produce more 
graduates with degrees in STEM fields (science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics), we 
believe that it is the power of a liberal education 
that gives graduates a distinct advantage in the 
new economy. In the face of contemporary 
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students—and our future workforce—to ask the 
right questions and to build the interdisciplinary 
bridges that may lead to answers.

New labor market dynamics
The main goal of our session at the LEAP Centen-
nial Forum was to identify pathways along which 
colleges can partner with the private sector to 
enhance students’ creative power. We have 
observed how essential this is, as the employee-
employer relationship has changed dramatically 
in the last fifty years. While the labor market of 
our parents’ generation emphasized job-specific 
skills that incentivized lifetime tenure within 
one company or industry, today’s labor market 
rewards those with the ability to create, adapt, 
and build bridges across industries. As the 
economist Henry Farber has argued, long-term 

employment relationships (“the 
lifetime job”) have become in-
creasingly less prevalent in the 
private sector.1 Indeed, econo-
mists Robert Topel and Michael 
Ward have shown that a typical 
worker will hold seven different 
jobs during his or her first ten 

years in the labor market, and firm mobility is 
the main vehicle for earnings increases and 
building a professional career.2 Simultaneously, 
our nation’s societal and institutional support 
for the “lifetime job” model has also shifted, as 
demonstrated by the prevalence of defined 
contribution retirement plans versus company-
sponsored defined benefit plans and by the slow 
unraveling of the link between health insurance 
and employment. 

The emphasis on worker mobility and the 
ability to transition across industries and employers 
is not trivial, and thus we need to support students’ 
acquisition of transferable skills. The dynamics 
of the new economy are complex. The incentives 
for workers and firms to invest in relationship-
specific knowledge may be misaligned and result 
in a less productive workforce. Workers may 
hesitate to invest in the development of skills 
that are idiosyncratic to a particular firm or that 
would increase their productivity with their 
current employer only, for example, and the firm 
has no incentive to compensate workers for 
such an investment, as these kinds of skills can-
not be developed elsewhere. Similarly, a firm 
may hesitate to invest in workers who may 
potentially leave to seek employment elsewhere. 

This is what economists call the “hold-up prob-
lem.” In this environment, then, the best strategy 
for today’s students and tomorrow’s workers is 
to invest in skills that are not particular to one 
firm or industry, but are instead transferrable 
among firms and industries. Thus, the creativity 
that is fostered by a liberal education not only 
enhances worker productivity, but it also improves 
economic efficiency.

In an economy where incentives are distorted 
and early-career rewards are accrued through job, 
employer, and industry flows, it is the responsi-
bility of employees to manage their own careers. 
Employees must initiate their acquisition of new 
skills, constantly signal the value of these skills 
for their current or potential employers, and 
demonstrate their ability to solve business 
problems creatively. The reality is that, like Ellen, 
today’s college graduates face fundamentally 
different labor market conditions than those 
faced by past graduates.

This brings us to the crux of the question: As 
educators, are we preparing students for today’s 
challenges? We already know that colleges and 
universities throughout the country work dili-
gently to ensure the highest academic standards 
in transferring knowledge to students. We posit, 
however, that today’s students need more than 
rigorous academic training and an impressive 
accumulation of knowledge to succeed in life 
after graduation. Through our positions at our 
respective organizations, Pomona College and 
the Los Angeles Cleantech Incubator (LACI), 
we both have integrated creativity, innovation, 
risk taking, resiliency, and collaboration into 
student learning experiences. In addition, to 
ensure students are better prepared for life after 
graduation, we seek opportunities to expose 
them to real-life problems and to connect class-
room learning with the communities in which 
they live and work. While there is nothing new 
about coupling outside communities with aca-
demic programming to produce more “real-world” 
learning opportunities, our two institutions, in 
very different ways, have taken unique approaches 
to improving the students’ preparation for their 
post-graduation lives.

Creativity in the liberal arts
Scholars and commentators have long recognized 
the importance of creativity for economic 
growth, whether as a mechanism for avoiding 
recession (e.g., Joseph Schumpeter on “creative 
destruction”) or as a way to foment economic 

The creativity that is fostered 
by a liberal education 
not only enhances worker 
productivity, but it also 
improves economic efficiency
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growth locally (e.g., Richard Florida on cities 
and the “creative class”).3 Yet, although the 
economic importance of creativity may be 
widely recognized, we are still wrestling with the 
role of higher education in fostering creativity. 

To accommodate the new demands today’s 
economy places on student preparation, colleges 
and universities have embraced creativity and 
innovation. Indeed, efforts to enhance creativity 
and innovation are changing the educational 
landscape of the United States. These efforts 
can take many names and forms—clinics, design 
thinking, entrepreneurial accelerators. But we 
argue here that campus interventions alone are 
not sufficient. 

In a provocative essay in the Chronicle of 
Higher Education, Peter N. Miller poses the 
question: “Is ‘Design Thinking’ the New Liberal 
Arts?”4 Miller explores how design thinking 
has been lauded as a way to answer difficult 
questions that have no straight or easy answers. 
We agree with Miller’s conclusion that the 
answer to this question is “not yet.” Miller 
highlights the importance of understanding the 
human experience, especially via a liberal edu-
cation, when addressing these hard problems 
that have no clear solutions. But we must go 
beyond that. 

Enhanced creativity should be fostered and 
guided toward answering real-life problems; it 
should affect the very communities where our 
schools exist, even as its development prepares 
students for life after graduation. This is the 
basic premise of the Susan and Richard Sontag 
Center for Collaborative Creativity of the 
Claremont Colleges (aka “the Hive”) and of the 
partnerships that the Los Angeles Cleantech 
Incubator has developed with colleges and uni-
versities in the Los Angeles area. The main idea 
is that creativity is not fostered in isolation; 
rather, creativity is best enhanced when it is 
part of a collective and diverse ecosystem. 

At the Sontag Center, we intend to take 
advantage of the diversity that is afforded by 
five different educational institutions in order 
to accelerate students’ creative capacity. We 
designed this center based on the core principle 
that every student must be free to experiment 
and play, but we did so in order to nurture 
connections, to cultivate generative mindsets 
through engagement with ambiguous challenges 
that have no easy solutions, and to infuse some 
“doings” into students’ learning experiences. At 
the center, and through our commitment to the 
liberal arts, we provide students with a learning 
environment in which they can experiment and 
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can attack ambitious challenges, and where 
they are comfortable doing so using a variety of 
approaches. For us, a successful project must 
have a real impact on real users. It also must be 
ambitious enough to excite students, while still 
conforming to the clear constraints that exist 
within the academic world. 

An ecosystem of creativity and innovation is 
not exclusive to private liberal arts colleges. At 
LACI, we have started exploring the synergies 
made possible by our partnership with California 
State University–Northridge (CSUN). As the 
largest of the California State Universities, 
CSUN is a major economic engine in the San 

Fernando Valley of the Los Angeles 
region. It has a combined student, 
faculty, staff, and alumni count of 
more than two hundred thousand. 
With a bold vision of expanding 
CSUN’s role as economic engine and 
academic leader in the Los Angeles 
region, and in acknowledgement of 

the power of partnerships, CSUN’s President 
Dianne Harrison forged a partnership with LACI 
to launch an on-campus LACI satellite business 
incubator called “LACI@CSUN.” 

By integrating LACI’s pragmatic, entrepre-
neurial approach into CSUN’s academic disci-
plines, LACI@CSUN is reshaping how the 
university’s stakeholders think about entrepre-
neurship, employment, and even applied research. 
LACI staff members, who are former corporate 
executives and entrepreneurs, are weaving 
LACI@CSUN programming together with the 
fabric of the CSUN community through guest 
lectures, a CEO speaker program, alumni activ-
ities, internships, the creation of a comprehen-
sive plan for advancing innovation throughout 
the university, and the development of new 
venture competitions. LACI staff members also 
serve as advisors to CSUN faculty who are inter-
ested in commercializing their research and as 
coaches to CSUN students and alumni who 
want to develop their business ideas. 

Although they are often perceived as either 
too vocational or nonscientific, such opportunities 
have the potential to transform students’ educa-
tional experiences as well as their communities. 
It is in the kind of learning spaces created by the 
Sontag Center and LACI@CSUN that students 
find links between the classroom and the real 
world. These partnerships are not a substitute 
for liberal education, but a complement to it, 

promoting high-impact educational practices 
such as community-based learning and senior 
capstones, where students are challenged to 
address difficult adaptive problems that have 
no clear answers.  

Fostering innovation in the private sector 
LACI’s mission as a nonprofit regional economic 
development initiative is to create a diverse 
innovation cluster that leverages the strengths 
of the Los Angeles region in order to help 

An ecosystem of creativity 
and innovation is not 
exclusive to private liberal 
arts colleges
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accelerate the clean technology commercializa-
tion process and to help companies successfully 
deliver market-ready cleantech solutions—
and the jobs that come with them. As a fast-
moving, emerging-industry sector, cleantech 
is a particularly challenging sector to support. 

More broadly, today’s dynamic, tumultuous 
global business environment is often referred to 
as “VUCA”—volatile, uncertain, complex, and 
ambiguous. Some business challenges are tech-
nical in nature, with well-defined problems 

suited for traditional, hierarchical approaches to 
problem solving. To build a bridge, for instance, 
you would hire someone who clearly demonstrates 
competency in engineering and project manage-
ment. However, some problems in business—as 
in life!—are messy, open ended, and ill defined. 
When wrestling with these adaptive challenges, 
it is often hard to identify the right question, let 
alone the right answer. Solving adaptive business 
problems, such as how to react to an unexpected 
new competitor, requires disciplined, creative 
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thinking as well as reliable access to observations 
and insights from a wide range of people. 

Adaptive problems are too complex for any one 
person or organization to figure out, and too 
open ended to be solved by analysis alone. From 
an educational perspective, this is why it is so 

important for students to learn to handle unstable, 
unstructured problems nimbly. Adaptive problems 
require leaps of insight, which usually involve 
the combination of ideas from different sources 
in a new way. Many studies on creativity and 
innovation highlight the importance of diverse 
perspectives in the search for novel solutions. 

At LACI, we are actively working to create a 
diverse, inclusive ecosystem—at the personal and 
organizational levels—by putting the cleantech 
entrepreneur at the center of our work and mea-
suring our success against our entrepreneurs’ 
progress (see fig. 1). This entrepreneur-centric 
model (as opposed to an institution-centric model) 
creates opportunities for more honest dialogue 
and better stakeholder alignment. It also cre-
ates a “neutral space” where cleantech stake-
holders throughout the ecosystem can converge 
and focus on moving the same needle: acceler-
ating the success of more cleantech entrepreneurs. 
Just as an adaptive problem is most efficiently 
solved by incorporating diverse perspectives, 
an industrial sector’s ecosystem is best served 
by including a variety of organizations that 
represent different viewpoints and serve different 
roles within the ecosystem.  

Table 1. Key elements for building a creative and innovative ecosystem

Ecosystem Elements Economic Development Examples Academic Examples

Identification of 
stakeholders

Entrepreneurs, government agencies, 
consumers

Students, alumni, faculty, community 
members

Assessment and leveraging  
of key assets

Access to specialized research facilities, 
highly interested investors 

Knowledge of stakeholders, ability to 
experiment and fail, supportive environment

Diversity Interns, employees, entrepreneurs, and 
investors who bring different personal 
backgrounds, priorities, and skill sets to 
the ecosystem.

Students from different institutions  
and who bring different personal stories  
and backgrounds

Opportunities for experi-
mentation and risk taking

Prototyping laboratory experiments, 
early-stage investment opportunities

Curricular innovations in semester-long 
courses, as well as shorter cocurricular courses 

Curated and spontaneous 
interactions

“Collisions” among entrepreneurs, 
investor-entrepreneur matchmaking events

Partnerships with local community 
organizations, government, and industry

Success metrics  
and measurement

Number of portfolio companies in the 
incubator, average annual revenue per 
company, number of patents filed, amount 
of investment raised by companies

Number of students involved, number of 
faculty partners or courses offered, number  
of community partnerships  

Effective Storytelling Video interviews of entrepreneurs, 
annual global showcase conference

Student portfolios, capstone exercises

Ideation

Successful
Mentors

Long-term
Commitment

Cluster
Leadership

The Right
Facilities

Engaged
Stakeholders

Network
Connections Funding

Best
Practices

THE
CLEANTECH 

ENTREPRENEUR

Figure 1. LACI Cleantech Cluster Model
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a cleantech ecosystem in the Los Angeles region 
is similar to work of the Claremont Colleges to 
foster a creativity community in an academic 
setting. While the institutional language may be 
different, the goals are similar. And both efforts 
embrace several key elements for building a 
creative and innovative ecosystem (see table 1):
• Identification of stakeholders. Stakeholders are 

defined broadly as any person or organization 
that interacts directly or indirectly with 
the ecosystem.  

• Assessment and leveraging of key assets. 
In order truly to understand how to support 
and strengthen an ecosystem, you must first 
assess the ecosystem’s strengths, particularly as 
compared to other similar ecosystems, and build 
stakeholder interactions and programming 
around these key assets.

• Diversity. Ensure regular access to a wide 
variety of honest, respectful opinions and 
perspectives (usually involving the viewpoints 
of many different groups of stakeholders). 

• Opportunities for experimentation and risk 
taking. Depending on the type of ecosystem 
you seek to support, risk taking can take 
many forms. In the world of cleantech 
entrepreneurs, for example, it may mean 
spending time and money researching new 
prototypes in a prototyping laboratory. For 
cleantech investors, it may mean investing 
in a company at an earlier stage than the 
investor is normally comfortable with. 

• Curated and spontaneous opportunities to 
interact. In the world of incubators, we call 
unexpected, spontaneous interactions that 
result in new ideas “collisions.” To a certain 
extent, merely the co-location of entrepreneurs 
in the same office space can spur innovation 
and creativity. However, more formal set-
tings, such as investor-entrepreneur match-
making (similar to speed dating) sessions or 
networking events for women and people of 
color, can also play a critical role in boost-
ing connections and productive interactions 
among stakeholders.

• Success metrics and measurement. As 
human beings, we tend to focus on what is 
measured. At LACI, our success is ultimately 
gauged by the success of our portfolio com-
panies, as measured by their achievements 
in the marketplace. 

• Effective storytelling. While storytelling 
might not seem immediately relevant as a 

key component of an ecosystem, it turns out 
that, once a wide range of stakeholders is 
involved, it can be difficult to keep all of 
them informed, engaged, and motivated to 
participate. Therefore, strategic communi-
cations and stakeholder engagement plans 
must be developed—for internal and exter-
nal audiences—to keep everyone up to date 
and aware of the ecosystem’s progress.
Our experience suggests that even when 

innovative partnerships arise organically, they are 
not easy to sustain and develop. For example, 
the location of different stakeholders in differ-
ent places generates a spatial challenge, making 
it less likely that information and ideas will flow 
across institutions. In a way, college and univer-
sity campuses should serve as meeting places 
where students encounter ideas and challenges 
through transformative experiences. 

The Sontag Center and LACI@CSUN are 
examples of creative partnerships that create 
spaces where students like Ellen can realize the 
value of their education by applying what they 
have learned in the classroom to real-world 
adaptive problems. Such experiences can be 
transformative for students, and they make 
students better prepared to join today’s new 
labor market. n

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

NOTES
1. See Henry S. Farber, “Is the Company Man an 
Anachronism? Trends in Long-Term Employment in 
the United States, 1973 to 2006,” in The Price of 
Independence: The Economics of Early Adulthood, ed. 
Sheldon Danziger and Cecilia Elena Rouse (New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation, 2007), 56–83. 
2. See Robert H. Topel and Michael P. Ward, “Job 
Mobility and the Careers of Young Men,” Quarterly 
Journal of Economics 107, no. 2 (1992): 439–79.
3. See Peter N. Miller, “Is ‘Design Thinking’ the New 
Liberal Arts?,” Chronicle of Higher Education, March 26, 
2015, http://chronicle.com/article/Is-Design-Thinking 
-the-New/228779.
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CENTENNIAL SERIES

ABOUT THIS SERIES

Marking the hundredth 
anniversary of the 
founding of the associa-
tion, this four-part series 
of commissioned articles 
explores various aspects 
of AAC&U’s work 
over the past century in 
relation to contemporaneous 
developments within 
American higher education 
more broadly. This article 
is the fourth in the series.

In ThE lATE 1980S, after more than two decades 
of reform efforts to make the undergraduate 
curriculum more inclusive of the histories, roles, 
and experiences of women and minorities, 
several American colleges and universities were 
rocked by a series of racist and sexist incidents 
on campus that revealed the tense relationship 
between efforts to diversify the student bodies 
by race and gender, on the one hand, and those 
on campus who found these efforts threatening 
and disruptive to the status quo, on the other. 
Among the most troubling of these incidents 
were riots pitting white male students against 
black male students at the University of Massa-
chusetts (Amherst) and fraternity events at the 
University of Wisconsin in which white male 
students donned blackface and mimicked minstrel 
shows and slave auctions at which black women 
were ridiculed. Underlying these campus-based 
incidents were judicial battles, beginning with 

the landmark Supreme 
Court case Regents of the 
University of California v. 
Bakke. The court’s 1978 
decision in that case 
upheld affirmative action 
policies that allowed 

race to be one of several factors in determining 
college admissions policies. Needless to say, the 
Bakke decision did not settle this most conten-
tious constitutional debate regarding higher 
education, as American society and the Supreme 
Court continue to grapple decades later with 
issues of exclusion and inclusion in college 

admissions processes. As contentious as these 
admissions issues were, the narrow and exclu-
sive nature of the college and university curric-
ulum also received heightened scrutiny in the 
late 1980s.

American philanthropy did not sit as a 
bystander as courts, colleges, and universities 
debated these diversity issues. For example, the 
aforementioned racist and sexist incidents led 
a national panel of higher education leaders 
reviewing the Ford Foundation’s grant making 
in 1988 to recommend that the foundation 
take a more activist stance to assist colleges and 
universities redouble their efforts to diversify 
the content of their undergraduate curricula as 
well as their student bodies through a series of 
grants that would highlight “best practices”  
to transform campuses, making them more 
genuinely inclusive. This recommendation was 
warmly received by the foundation’s trustees, 
who designated a special fund of $1.6 million for 
a new grants program that was launched in 
1990. The president of the foundation, Franklin 
A. Thomas, celebrated this new program in his 
1990 annual review:

To broaden the range of cultural and intel-
lectual diversity in American higher educa-
tion, the Foundation this year launched the 
Campus Diversity Initiative (CDI). With the 
help of a panel of national educational lead-
ers, nineteen grants were made for projects 
weaving diversity more thoroughly into 
academic life. The majority of the projects 
seek to introduce multicultural perspectives 
into the core curricula, where they may not 
only affect the educational culture of the 
institutions but also reach large numbers of 
students. Many of the projects also combine 
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The recognition of diversity as an 
educational asset proved to be an 
important intellectual breakthrough
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Women’s Leadership and Professor of History at 
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President’s Initiative 
on Race, AAC&U 
organizes campus-
community dialogues 
and seminars across 
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curricula enrichment with faculty develop-
ment, visiting scholar programs, faculty-
student workshops on diversity, cultural 
activities, archival projects, and undergraduate 
internships and research grants.
Importantly, several leading college and 

university presidents had helped develop the 
program. They cosigned the letter embodying 
the foundation’s request for proposals, which 
was sent to two hundred primarily residential 
undergraduate colleges and universities. It was 
the first time in its history that the foundation had 
enlisted the advocacy of presidents to encourage 
other higher education leaders to submit pro-

posals on this important and 
timely topic. The response 
was equally unprecedented: 
more than half of the institu-
tions invited to apply did so. 
Eventually, nineteen propos-
als were recommended by 
an outside review panel for 
CDI funding. 

In 1991, Edgar Beckham, 
who was then dean of the 
college at Wesleyan Univer-

sity and had advised Ford staff in developing 
the CDI, was hired by the foundation to oversee 
the initiative. Beckham, who was active in the 
American Association of Colleges and Uni-
versities (AAC&U), was the prime mover in 
1992 in devising a long-term partnership 
between Ford, the funder, and AAC&U, the 
key catalyst responsible for coordinating the 
work on the individual campuses and dissemi-
nating news about the implementation of the 
CDI projects. 

AAC&U was an especially appropriate choice. 
It was the leading higher education association 
focused on undergraduate liberal education and 
had, for nearly a century, sought to be a force for 
“inclusiveness and interhelpfulness.”1 By estab-
lishing the Project on the Status and Education 
of Women (PSEW) in 1971, AAC&U had already 
laid claim to being in the vanguard of higher 
education associations concerned with the sup-
port and protection of women students. More-
over, AAC&U had proven itself to be especially 
effective in reaching a broad cross section of 
faculty from a variety of disciplines who were 
at least open to curricular reform in light of the 
recent changes in student demographics.2

This essay is an attempt to understand the 
special partnership between the Ford Foundation 

and AAC&U—its implementation, challenges, 
and outcomes—and how it affected the more 
than two hundred US campuses that became 
part of the CDI effort. Over the course of the 
1990s, the Ford Foundation devoted over $10 
million to this initiative, with AAC&U serving 
as the main recipient of the funds. This essay 
also briefly traces the international dimensions 
of the foundation’s diversity efforts in the early 
days of the twenty-first century, as two Ford field 
offices—one in India and the other in South 
Africa—developed their own versions of the CDI 
and worked collaboratively with AAC&U to share 
lessons learned from three divergent societies 
grappling with the challenges of addressing 
“diversity.” All had the goal of helping colleges 
and universities become more inclusive spaces in 
which to learn, critique, and practice democratic 
values. Before looking to international examples, 
however, it is important to understand the nature 
of this special partnership in the United States.

The Campus Diversity Initiative  
in the United States
In the first stage of the CDI, Ford worked directly 
with the nineteen single-campus grantees. 
Foundation staff wanted to stay in direct touch 
with the grantees. But as the initiative grew 
and expanded to include regional consortia, 
new studies of how diversity could affect stu-
dent learning, and other multi-campus inter-
ventions, the foundation realized that it needed 
to partner with a major higher education asso-
ciation to coordinate efforts across a variety of 
grantees and to “mine” the initiative for lessons 
learned that could be shared with other institu-
tions and campuses. AAC&U’s president, Carol 
Geary Schneider, immediately saw the value in 
partnering with Ford. She, along with Edgar 
Beckham, realized that diversity could be seen 
as an educational asset.

This recognition of diversity as an educational 
asset proved to be an important intellectual 
breakthrough. Promoting diversity was not simply 
about making student bodies more inclusive; 
it also was a means of enriching the learning 
experience for all students, not just those who 
came as a result of more welcoming admissions 
practices and affirmative action. During the early 
1990s, many, if not most, American campuses 
were becoming more racially and ethnically 
diverse, as well as more diverse in terms of gender, 
sexual orientation, and religion. This meant 
that all students, not just minority students, 

AAC&U had proven itself to 
be especially effective in 
reaching a broad cross section 
of faculty from a variety of 
disciplines who were at least 
open to curricular reform 
in light of the recent changes in 
student demographics
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were in educational settings different from those 
of their frequently homogenous high schools. 
Couldn’t this diversification of who was now 
attending college lead to a richer, more robust 
engagement with the curriculum than was 
possible in classrooms where most students shared 
a more common set of experiences and perspec-
tives? The idea that diversity was an asset, not 
just a demographic, guided AAC&U’s approach 
to the CDI, and it was especially attractive to 
the foundation. 

The foundation made its first grant to AAC&U 
for the Campus Diversity Initiative in late 1992. 
The proposal for this first grant to AAC&U 
clearly articulated the association’s goal, which 
was “to reframe diversity from a problem in 
society to be solved to an educational and civic 
asset necessary to create academic excellence 
and responsible democratic citizens.” The grant 
enabled the association’s staff to coordinate 
meetings of project directors, share information 
across campus sites, create faculty development 
institutes focused on reforming courses to 
include diversity content, and work directly as 
consultants with those campuses that had 
received direct funds from Ford. In other words, 
AAC&U became an intermediary between the 
projects and the funder, helping the foundation 
shape and interpret what was happening on the 
ground, while also helping each campus learn 
what was transpiring elsewhere through the 
initiative. With foundation funds, AAC&U also 
convened an annual meeting of CDI grantees. 

In 1993, the association adopted a new name 
for its partnership with Ford. The CDI was not 
very aspirational in its message. This led AAC&U 
to reconceive its effort as American Commit-
ments: Diversity, Democracy and Liberal Learning. 
The name stuck for nearly a decade.  

The initial funding provided by Ford helped 
AAC&U create a network of sixty-three higher 
education institutions that sought to imbue the 
general education curriculum with new diversity 
courses and requirements. It was insufficient to 
give lip service to the value of a more inclusive 
curriculum that served a more inclusive student 
body. General education courses needed to be 
infused with content that broadened students’ 
perspectives—especially content focused on 
race, ethnicity, class, and gender. Importantly, 
as revealed in Lucy Anne LePeau’s 2012 doctoral 
dissertation, “Academic Affairs and Student 
Affairs Partnerships Promoting Initiatives on 
Campus: A Grounded Theory,” one unique 
feature of the projects was the effort to combine 
the forces of academic affairs and student 
affairs leaders. The Ford guidelines had urged 
the creation of such partnerships, and for the 
most part, LePeau found that this suggestion 
was implemented on many campuses.3      

Gathering information from the dozens of 
Ford-funded projects, AAC&U created the 
National Panel on Diversity, Democracy, and 
Liberal Education, which produced three 
monographs. The association published these 
monographs in 1995–6 under the following 
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titles: The Drama of Diversity and Democracy, 
American Pluralism and the College Curriculum, 
and Liberal Learning and the Arts of Connection 
for the New Academy. Interestingly, the titles all 
referred to the relationship of campus diversity 
to broader civic education goals. AAC&U con-
stantly tried to bridge the divide between aca-
demic insularity and societal needs. Engaging with 
diversity issues, according to the AAC&U, would 
help all college students become better citizens. 

These publications were widely disseminated. 
Without a citation search or an independent 
evaluation, however, it is difficult to know in 
retrospect how they were received and how useful 
they were to campus leaders seeking to emulate 
the best practices of the Ford-funded projects. 
Certainly, they reached a significant audience 
of higher education leaders. 

One of the more notable national efforts in 
broadening the CDI’s message 
about diversity as an asset entailed 
the commissioning of the first-
ever national poll gauging public 
attitudes toward diversity in higher 
education. The poll was conducted 
in the summer of 1998 by the 
respected Daniel Yankelovich 
firm, DYG, and it was released in 
October of that same year at the 
National Press Club in Washing-

ton, DC. The questions posed in the poll were 
asked of a random sample of Americans. They 
included, “Does a diverse student body have a 
positive or negative effect on the education of 
students?” And, “Should colleges and universi-
ties offer courses on bigotry and prejudice?” 
In addition to the national poll, the initiative 
commissioned several state polls. 

The results of the polls were especially reward-
ing to the Ford Foundation and AAC&U. As 
the press release headline noted, “two in three 
Americans say that it is very important that 
colleges and universities prepare people to 
function in a diverse society.” Moreover, the 
poll found that “nearly three in five (58 percent) 
say our nation was growing apart, and 71 percent 
say that diversity education on college and 
university campuses helps bring society together.” 
These findings echoed the goals of the CDI. 
Representatives of both Ford and AAC&U 
underscored the partners’ commitment to 
enhancing campus diversity as an educational 
and pedagogical tool. As Carol Geary Schneider 
observed, “diversity asks us to address the link 

between education and a developed sense of 
responsibility to one another.”4 

Eventually, Ford encouraged AAC&U to 
design a new, highly innovative web-based 
dissemination component as part of the CDI. 
While coordination of the individual grantees 
remained a key goal of the foundation’s partner-
ship with the association, staff at both Ford 
and AAC&U determined that the initiative 
needed a stronger, more immediate dissemina-
tion strategy to promote the value of the 
“diversity as an asset” agenda. Caryn McTighe 
Musil, AAC&U’s project director for Diversity 
and Learning, the shorthand name for the effort, 
worked with a private public relations firm and 
the University of Maryland to create a webpage 
called DiversityWeb and a quarterly print and 
online journal called Diversity Digest, with 
Debra Humphreys serving as founding editor. 
Both entities sought to glean the best of the 
campus work and share it virtually and in tra-
ditional print format with subscribers. The 
University of Maryland managed the website 
until AAC&U took it over and redesigned it in 
1999. By that time, Diversity Digest had a mailing 
list of nearly eighteen thousand individuals 
across higher education. In 2007, AAC&U 
relaunched the quarterly under the new title 
Diversity and Democracy.   

Following in the footsteps of the Yankelovitch 
diversity poll, AAC&U published the findings 
of its own national survey of colleges and uni-
versities in the fall 2000 issue of Diversity Digest. 
This survey examined efforts to reform general 
education with new content focused on diversity. 
The AAC&U survey was funded by the James 
Irvine Foundation and was sent to every 
accredited college and university in the country. 
AAC&U received 543 completed surveys from 
a wide array of institutional types and regions 
of the country. The most striking statistic 
revealed that 63 percent of colleges and univer-
sities reported that they either had a diversity 
requirement in place or that they were in the 
process of developing one. The trend was con-
sistent with the Ford-funded opinion poll of 
registered voters in which 68 percent supported 
“requiring students to take at least one cultural 
and ethnic diversity course in order to graduate.”5

In short, college and university leaders and 
the public at large seemed to agree that a more 
diverse student body necessitated a curriculum 
that was more diverse in its content. A more 
inclusive curriculum was designed to introduce 

College and university 
leaders and the public at 
large seemed to agree 
that a more diverse student 
body necessitated a 
curriculum that was more 
diverse in its content
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students to cultures, races, genders, and diversity 
issues that they had not typically encountered. 
Of course, it’s one thing to support diversity 
efforts in principle, but it’s quite another to 
encourage students to engage with the diversity 
controversies that inevitably arise when students 
find themselves challenging one another’s deeply 
held beliefs, values, knowledge systems, and 
comfort levels in classrooms and in lecture halls. 

Thanks to the efforts of the CDI and countless 
other diversity initiatives undertaken outside the 
Ford/AAC&U framework, American higher 
education in the second decade of the twenty-
first century is more inclusive in terms of student 
demographics and curricular requirements. Yet, 
that does not always translate into a campus 
climate that is more accepting of differences 
based on race, gender, ethnicity, or religious 
affiliation. But at least colleges and universities 
are not ignoring the nature of life in a diverse 
democracy and increasingly interconnected 
world. Indeed, in this era of ubiquitous social 
media, colleges and universities can no longer 
assume that they can control the flow of infor-
mation, scholarship, and research that comes 
24/7 into the residence halls and computers of 
students. It is better to engage with these 
outlets than to pretend that they don’t exist 
or influence how students navigate their 
undergraduate experiences.

In this regard, even the US-based CDI grant-
ees had to confront their own biases related to 
the meaning and implementation of diversity 
efforts when the Ford Foundation’s higher edu-
cation staff decided to launch CDI-type efforts 
in India and South Africa in 1996 and 1997, 
respectively. From the beginning, efforts to 
support diversity initiatives overseas were 

not considered isolated projects; rather, these 
country-based projects were linked to one 
another in conference formats, and AAC&U 
served as the overall coordinator of informa-
tion sharing across the United States, India, 
and South Africa. 

The Campus Diversity Initiative  
goes international
The first international conference of CDI grant-
ees was held in January 1997 in New Delhi, 
India. Twenty-three delegates from the three 
participating nations—India, South Africa and 
the United States—examined the relationship 
between what diversity means in each country 
and the historical context out of which its 
meaning had emerged. They also explored 
public policy issues relevant to each country’s 
national circumstances. To get a sense of how 
diversity was being addressed, delegates visited 
colleges participating in the Indian initiative. 
The New Delhi grants enabled two dozen insti-
tutions to participate in their CDI initiative. 
Half received $50,000 each, and the other half 
received smaller grants of $10,000 each. In 
South Africa, the Center for Higher Education 
Transformation (CHET), a nonprofit higher 
education agency committed to the system-
atic reform of higher education, became the 
AAC&U-like coordinator of the CDI initiative. 
And through CHET, the CDI in South Africa 
ultimately involved several campuses. 

As participants quickly learned at the India 
convening, the issue of gender proved to be 
one of the more fascinating parts of the first 
tri-national diversity discussion. In India, women 
overwhelmingly attended single-sex women’s 
colleges at virtually the same historical moment 
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as the United States was moving away from 
the model of single-sex women’s education. In 
other words, India was practicing the theme of 
institutional diversity, while the United States 
was becoming more homogenous in terms of 
institutional type. For example, in India, the 
number of colleges exclusively for women 
increased from 647 in 1982–83 to 1,070 by 
1993–94. This trend was virtually the reverse 
in the United States, where the number of 
women’s colleges declined precipitously begin-
ning in the 1970s. For example, in 1960, there 
were three hundred women’s colleges in the 
United States; by 1998, there were approxi-
mately eight left. Interestingly, in both the 
United States and India, the number of exclu-
sively men’s colleges was decreasing.6

Meanwhile, in South Africa, all higher 
education institutions were coeducational by the 

1990s. Thus, the disparities 
between men’s and women’s 
access to universities were 
not determined by institu-
tional type, but rather by 
internal institutional policies. 

Beyond gender, the most 
significant diversity issue in 
all three contexts related to 
disadvantaged classes or 

specific subgroups of people. In India, society 
was stratified by divisions of caste, class, religion, 
region, and language as well as gender. Interest-
ingly, the word “race” was not commonly used by 
Indian CDI participants and leaders. That did 
not mean that pernicious forms of oppression in 
India, based on caste categorizations, did not 

exist. Perhaps caste in the Indian context 
served as a proxy for race. But beginning with 
Indian independence in 1948, it has been offi-
cial policy in the nation to practice a form 
affirmative action, which provides for the reser-
vation of enrollments for members of Scheduled 
Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and other Backward 
Castes (their language, not mine). As one 
higher education analyst wrote in 1999, “while 
the policies themselves are progressive, and 
designed to undo the accumulated distortions 
of the past, a wide gap exists between policy 
and practice.”7

By contrast, South African and US partici-
pants in CDI projects and at AAC&U annual 
convenings focused on the subject of race. It is 
easy to understand the salience of race as a 
marker of disadvantage in these two national 
contexts. In many ways, the United States and 
South Africa have somewhat similar historical 
narratives—slavery; the policies of segregation 
and apartheid; the promulgation of whites-only 
higher education institutions; and the existence 
of separate colleges and universities for blacks 
in both societies, through the middle of the 
twentieth century in the United States and 
through the early 1990s in South Africa. Of 
course, in the South African context, people of 
color—including black Africans and Asians—
were the overwhelming majority, whereas in 
the United States that was not the case. 

When thinking about race, however, the 
notion of “diversity” had very different meanings 
in the two other national contexts. As CDI 
participants learned at a second tri-national 
convening, held in Durban, diversity in South 
Africa was used to justify the fact that racial 
groups should be separated and treated differ-
ently. The fact that the majority of citizens 
were black Africans who were oppressed under 
white minority rule could be traced back to 
“diversity.” It was this demographic that gave the 
Apartheid state the excuse to create separate 
institutions of higher education for different 
racial groups. 

Indeed, the word “diversity,” American CDI 
participants at a 1999 conference learned, was 
a contaminated term in South Africa. It was 
devoid of progressive political content and didn’t 
reflect inequalities of power and resources. To 
South Africans who had been fighting racial 
categorizations, “diversity” was a word used by 
the state to reinforce exclusions based on race. 
A more appropriate progressive stance—one 

AAC&U has managed 
to continue its commitment 
to an inclusive curriculum 
through subsequent projects 
and organizational efforts
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employed by the African National Congress—
was rooted in the ideology of non-racialism 
and national unity.

These differences in understanding of the 
meaning of “diversity” proved to be one of the 
major lessons learned in the tri-national meetings 
and convenings of the CDI. And, looking back, 
perhaps the American participants learned the 
most from these horizon-expanding conversa-
tions. The discussions succeeded in decentering 
the US experience, proving that one nation’s 
approach might not be the only way to trans-
form higher education to make it more inclu-
sive—not only in terms of students served, but 
also in terms of goals and aspirations. 

Conclusions about the partnership  
between Ford and AAC&U       
Sadly, apart from the aforementioned LePeau 
dissertation, which only looked at the processes 
of implementing partnerships between student 
affairs and academic affairs staff, there is no 
comprehensive evaluation of all aspects of the 
Campus Diversity Initiative. Indeed, as LePeau 
concludes, “Fifteen years later, campuses continue 
to wrestle with ways to meet the needs of the 
diverse landscape of students enrolling in 
higher education. Issues of equity, access, and 
inclusion of students representing multiple 
identities continue to challenge educators in 
higher education.”8 This means that it is diffi-
cult to know the lasting impact of this work. 
We know that many of the campus-based proj-
ects in the United States were deemed success-
ful by local higher education leaders and Ford 
Foundation staff, based on internal reviews or 
evaluations conducted by third parties. But, 
sadly, many of these reviews were anecdotal and, 
thus, not as rigorous as we might have hoped. 

That said, one successful outcome of the 
initiative is the fact that AAC&U has managed 
to continue its commitment to an inclusive 
curriculum through subsequent projects and 
organizational efforts. This speaks to the critical 
importance of choosing a partner institution that 
was in sync with the goals of the Ford Founda-
tion. Another outcome, the gradual involve-
ment of several other US philanthropies in 
evaluating issues of diversity and campus cli-
mate, testifies to the influence this work has 
had on donors.

Finally, while words like increasing diversity 
and inclusion are widely employed to talk about 
reforming US higher education, they often have 

the effect of rendering invisible issues of power, 
privilege, and discrimination. As the eminent 
historian Joan Wallach Scott has recently 
written, “It is not ‘diversity and inclusion’ that 
will remedy the problems but programs aimed 
at racism, sexism, and homophobia. Let’s name 
the problems for what they are.”9     n

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

NOTES
1. For discussion of “inclusiveness” and “interhelpful-
ness” as animating themes of the association, see Linda 
Eisenmann, “‘Making Better Colleges’: AAC’s Century 
of Change and Commitment,” Liberal Education 101, 
no. 1/2 (2015): 30–37.
2. For more on AAC&U’s history of supporting higher 
education reform, see the previous articles in this 
series: Norman Jones, “The Continuous Death and 
Resurrection of the Liberal Arts,” Liberal Education 
101/102, no. 4/1 (2016): 44–51; Jerry G. Gaff, “The 
Role of Faculty in the Transformation of AAC&U: A 
Personal Essay,” Liberal Education 101, no. 3 (2015): 
30–37; EIsenmann, “‘Making Better Colleges.’”
3. Lucy Anne LePeau, “Academic Affairs and Student 
Affairs Partnerships Promoting Diversity Initiatives on 
Campus: A Grounded Theory” (doctoral dissertation, 
University of Maryland, College Park, 2012),  
http://drum.lib.umd.edu/handle/1903/13233.
4. Press release on poll results, Ford Foundation Archives.
5. Debra Humphreys, “National Survey Finds Diversity 
Requirements Common around the Country,” Diversity 
Digest 5, no. 1 (2000): 1. 
6. See Irene B. Harwarth, A Closer Look at Women’s 
Colleges (Washington, DC: US Department of Education, 
1999).
7. Jayalakshmi Indiresan, “The Dynamics of Diversity 
and Higher Education: Initiatives and Challenges in 
the Indian Context,” in Diversity, Democracy, and 
Higher Education: A View from Three Nations, ed. Edgar 
F. Beckham (Washington, DC: Association of American 
Colleges and Universities, 2000), 51. 
8. LePeau, “Academic Affairs,” 18–19.
9. Joan W. Scott, Civility, Affect, and Academic Freedom 
(Providence, RI: Pembroke Center for Teaching and 
Research on Women, Brown University, 2016), 7.



34   LiberaL education  Spring 2016

P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

I
V

E
S

JO NAT H A N  P.  RO S SI NG  A N D  M E LIS SA  R .  L AV I T T

A Call to Support 
Integrative Learning 
for Faculty

The Neglected Learner

Current practices and structures  
in higher education neglect  
faculty as learners 

ThE lAST TwO And A hAlf dEcAdES have fea-
tured increasingly louder calls to change and 
expand the structure, practices, and culture of 
higher education. Messages touting the impor-
tance of engagement now proliferate on the 
grounds that reciprocal relationships with com-
munity partners add “value to the community 
and the scholar’s discipline.”1 Many first-order 

institutional changes, 
such as revised institu-
tional mission and 
vision statements, 
signal a trend toward 
engaged campuses that 
respond to the needs of 

local and global communities. The academy also 
faces external demands to adapt to a world of 
shared knowledge creation and to contribute 
more deliberately to our immediate communities. 
Students and families, legislators, and business 
and industry leaders demand cost-effective 
higher education that produces graduates with 
not only technical expertise, but also critical-
thinking and problem-solving capacities, 
collaborative savvy, enhanced communication 
skills, and the ability to navigate ambiguity 
and change. These calls for greater engagement 
in communities, across disciplines, and between 
the traditionally bounded domains of teaching, 
research, and service “reflect a fundamental 

epistemological position underlying the shift in the 
locus of education to include the community.”2

Central to all such changes are the faculty 
members whose scholarship, pedagogy, and 
training must adjust to these new demands on 
the university. Gaps appear, however, between 
where universities want to be, where the public 
expects universities to be, and how to support a 
critical mass of faculty in pursuit of the institu-
tional change needed to get there. On the one 
hand, integrative learning and engaged work 
have emerged as key strategies for student success. 
Integrative learning promises to prepare students 
to respond to complex, unscripted problems 
with informed judgments that draw on inter-
disciplinary connections, experiential knowledge, 
cocurricular learning, and more. On the other 
hand, faculty learning has been overlooked as a 
cornerstone of these efforts. Ample research has 
demonstrated the value of collaborative, integra-
tive student learning.3 Moreover, Ernest Boyer’s 
charge to enlarge the vision of scholarship to 
include integrative scholarship, applied scholar-
ship, and the scholarship of teaching and 
learning rings ever truer amid contemporary 
changes in higher education.4  

Nevertheless, faculty reward structures, 
professional support, and messages from senior 
faculty and other academic leaders tend to 
limit possibilities among faculty for collabora-
tion, integrative work, and engaged scholar-
ship. We see little evidence that universities 
have developed practices that support integra-
tive and engaged faculty learning. Rather, we 
see growing misalignment between the support 
that faculty receive and the current trends in, 
and the future of, higher education. Therefore, 
we argue that current practices and structures in 
higher education neglect faculty as learners and 
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universities can only be actualized if integrative 
learning for faculty becomes foundational.

Faculty as (neglected) learners
Successful members of the academy are exemplars 
of outstanding lifelong learning, so why must we 
understand faculty as neglected learners? We 
argue that faculty members represent neglected 
learners because we see only limited evidence 
that institutions have devised new practices 
and support structures to better align faculty’s 
day-to-day work with institutional goals and 
the future of higher education. Many institutions 
have already initiated what Larry Cuban calls 
first-order changes, as mission statements in-
creasingly reflect the values of integrative learning 
and engaged work.5 Although institutional 
missions call for collaborative work and engage-

ment, the everyday prac-
tices of faculty life and 
the culture and practices 
of higher education often 
undermine the aspirations 
for engagement and inte-
grative scholarship and 
teaching.6 Fundamental 
second-order transforma-

tions—nonreversible, systemic changes that 
broaden the framework for faculty development—
are required to support the calls for integrative 
learning and engaged scholarship. Current models 
and practices of faculty support fall short of the 
requisite second-order changes that our various 
constituencies demand. Instead, formidable 
institutional challenges often stymie engaged 
and collaborative scholarship and, ultimately, 
prevent faculty from engaging in integrative 
learning themselves.

The traditional model of faculty work imagines 
a solo researcher with strong disciplinary alle-
giance. Institutions reward the disciplinary 
expertise of faculty who establish scholarly repu-
tations around clearly and narrowly defined 
research identities. Faculty success and evidence 
of excellence derive from publishing in disciplinary 
journals, writing monographs, or receiving 
external grants that will garner individual, and 
thus institutional, prestige and accolades. This 
paradigm constructs and maintains a tripartite 
division of faculty effort into domains of unequal 
value—research, teaching, and service—with 
research typically dominating the hierarchy. 
Interdisciplinary learning, innovation in 

teaching, and applied research in service to 
one’s community are positioned as career risks 
and liabilities.

Graduate education bolsters this traditional 
framework, training doctoral students to be lone 
researchers and to privilege the track to a tenured 
professorship, complete with ever-heightened 
research demands, as the best or the only viable 
path in academia. Doctoral education emphasizes 
disciplinary allegiance and socializes future faculty 
to embrace traditional divisions of labor—
research, teaching, and service—with self-directed 
research at the top of the hierarchy.

The definitions, structures, and outcomes of 
faculty work have been steadily pushing against 
this dominant paradigm. Increasingly, faculty 
appointments disrupt these traditional models 
and dissolve the constraining boundaries of 
research, teaching, and service: for example, 
research scientist, professor of practice, and 
public scholar. Faculty must increasingly work 
as valued team players, rather than as solo 
scholars. Funding agencies and thought leaders 
demand new frameworks for inquiry that will 
facilitate translational, problem-based, and 
interdisciplinary work. Furthermore, in response 
to greater expectations for accountability, rel-
evance, and civic engagement, faculty are more 
likely to engage with nontraditional collabora-
tors and develop new ways to partner with the 
various communities they serve. 

Faculty outputs are also being transformed as 
more faculty engage in interdisciplinary work, 
develop partnerships with nonacademic collab-
orators, and generate co-constructed knowledge. 
The future of scholarship includes nontraditional 
outlets and products, such as interdisciplinary 
blogs, e-journals, and materials produced for and 
with community partners. Technology and 
globalization also change our relationship with 
knowledge in all professions and disciplines. 
Moreover, the growth of service and administra-
tive roles complicate notions of faculty workload. 
John Ziker, chair of the anthropology depart-
ment at Boise State University, discovered that 
faculty spend a great deal of time outside of 
teaching, research, and service on administrative 
and compliance tasks associated with running 
the university.7 

Despite these changes in faculty roles and 
work, faculty development and support practices 
continue to privilege traditional faculty models. 
Specifically, these practices police the tripartite 
division of labor and enforce narrow notions of 

Faculty outputs are also being 
transformed as more faculty 
engage in interdisciplinary work, 
develop partnerships with 
nonacademic collaborators, and 
generate co-constructed knowledge
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success and excellence. Faculty are encouraged 
to “protect” research time in order to ensure that 
it receives the largest allocation. Teaching and 
time with students must be similarly restricted to 
avoid “stealing” effort from one’s scholarship. 
Junior faculty are cautioned to “just say no” to 
anything beyond the minimum service require-
ments. Mentoring programs, chair workshops, 
and time management guidance often reinforce 
distinct divisions between research, teaching, and 
service. There has been significant growth in 
administrative functions for faculty, yet university 
service is not rewarded and is, instead, devalued. 
Traditional practices frame faculty effort as a 
zero-sum game; effort spent on one activity 
depletes productivity in another domain. The 
growth of a contingent, part-time faculty work-
force further compartmentalizes and creates 
hierarchies for faculty work according to rank 
and effort; adjunct faculty teach, tenure-track 
faculty focus on research. This neglected group 
of part-time faculty learners, already on the 
margins of the institution, misses the benefits 
of learning through scholarship, through peda-
gogical development, and through institutional 
support for more innovative approaches to 
learning and scholarly work.

Institutions impose the demands of collabor-
ative work on an environment designed to 
support and reward individualistic work. Faculty 
are told both to justify their relevance to local, 
sometimes nonacademic audiences, and to dem-
onstrate rigor in their scholarship according to 

the standards of their disciplines. They are 
expected to meet the demands of these compet-
ing masters, while only one side will garner 
tangible benefits for their careers and advance-
ment in their institutions. A lack of tangible 
institutional rewards, particularly promotion 
and/or tenure, for engaged work and a wider 
range of scholarly products discourages faculty 
learning and growth in areas of engaged scholar-
ship and integrative work. The hierarchal orga-
nization of research, teaching, and service 
animates debates about what kind of faculty 
work will “count” toward positive evaluation 
and promotable evidence of excellence. More-
over, work that does not fit neatly into the 
standard “buckets” of labor can cause confu-
sion for tenure and promotion committees and 
external reviewers. When institutions revise 
performance guidelines to include contempo-
rary forms of scholarship, senior faculty on 
evaluation and review committees continue “to 
apply narrow interpretations of what constitutes 
scholarly activity,” despite the revisions.8 

These examples of misalignment bear conse-
quences not only for faculty learners interested 
in integrative, engaged work, but also for insti-
tutional leadership and student success. Expec-
tations for faculty to assume administrative and 
compliance-related functions have grown. Yet 
faculty are not rewarded for taking on such tasks 
and are discouraged from doing so. This disdain 
for leadership weakens faculty governance, 
and shrinks the pool of future leaders in higher 
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instead encouraged to develop national reputa-
tions in discipline-specific research. Institutional 
leadership and service to support the local com-
munity’s problem-solving efforts are not typical 
pathways for career success. Inadvertently, then, 
institutions discourage and disincentivize fac-
ulty investment in their particular institutions 
and local communities. This limited connec-
tion to place compounds the lack of alignment 
between faculty practices and institutional 
goals for integrative learning among students. 

Most high-impact practices—such as intern-
ships, experiential learning, community engage-
ment, and other out-of-classroom learning 
options—require strong relationships and 
collaborations with community partners in a 
particular location. If these practices are truly 
to have an impact, faculty must be invested in, 

and engaged with, the community in 
order to design the learning experi-
ences and to ensure that the lessons 
learned translate to the student’s 
academic and career pursuits. How-
ever, when community-engaged work 
ranks low on the list of priorities for a 
faculty member’s career success, 
the potential shrinks for rich and 

integrative student learning experiences. If our 
development efforts do not foster engagement 
and integration across the multiple dimensions 
of faculty work, then there is less likelihood 
that faculty will make these connections on 
their own or be able to help students integrate 
learning across their academic experiences.

In sum, faculty enter the profession with a 
great deal to learn; yet institutions traditionally 
expect that “a scholar (i.e., faculty member) 
would and could easily self-educate to keep abreast 
of new developments and to maintain high 
skill levels.”9 However, the changing demands of 
higher education render untenable the pre-
sumption of the self-taught, autonomous scholar. 
Traditional models of faculty work, reward, and 
support fail to help faculty adapt to the future 
of higher education. The changing landscape 
of higher education demands that faculty work 
beyond their disciplines with non-academics and 
students; yet, institutional reward structures 
continue to privilege productive scholars who 
establish expertise in narrow disciplinary niches, 
and faculty support practices provide limited 
mentorship in interdisciplinary and translational 
research and in community engagement. 

Institutions expect faculty to teach in a way 
that achieves assessable learning outcomes and 
aids student engagement and retention efforts 
through high-impact practices and integrative 
learning. While institutions increasingly provide 
pedagogical development for faculty, this pro-
fessional development is considered separately 
and apart from the other roles and responsibilities 
that faculty assume. Furthermore, institutions 
ask faculty to contribute to governing and 
administering the university but provide little 
support for understanding the background, 
culture, and context of a fiscally and organiza-
tionally complicated system. Institutions hope 
that, over time, some faculty will become 
future leaders, yet faculty development efforts 
rarely take a long-term view of crafting careers. 
In the midst of these paradigm shifts, higher 
education neglects faculty members as learners 
by failing to provide vital guidance on what it 
might mean to be an integrated scholar.

Linking faculty learning  
and institutional change
Faculty working amid demands for engaged 
scholarship and interdisciplinary integration 
require their institutions to discover new practices 
for development, support, and professionalization. 
In reflecting on Boyer, Edward Ayers noted that 
“Boyer showed that our work could be stronger 
if we took advantage of all the resources within 
our reach, if we joined different ways of knowing, 
if we joined service and learning, scholarship 
and teaching.”10 Institutional support for faculty 
learning must similarly be revised and updated 
in order to change patterns of faculty behavior 
and commitment and to effect second-order 
change that attends to learning for all members 
of the university. All stakeholders will benefit 
when colleges and universities develop a faculty 
model that accounts for student success, institu-
tional objectives and mission, external needs, 
and professional support and career advancement.

To change academic institutions and cultures, 
however, something more than an “initiative” 
or “program” is needed. The question must 
change from “What enhancement do faculty need 
to be better teachers or scholars” to “How can 
we better align the work of the faculty with the 
goals of the institution?” To realize the vision 
of a twenty-first-century institution, more faculty 
must be encouraged and supported in the inte-
grative, engaged work that will animate such a 
university. Institutions must move from first-order 

The changing demands of 
higher education render 
untenable the presumption 
of the self-taught, 
autonomous scholar
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models of faculty development to transformative 
second-order change that would fundamentally 
alter higher education. This kind of irreversible 
shift requires a new model of faculty work.

The concept of integrative learning, so far 
reserved for students, provides a powerful lens 
for conceptualizing a new faculty model. Integra-
tive learning describes a deep learning process 
that invites students to “build across the curricu-
lum and cocurriculum, from making simple 
connections among ideas and experiences to 
synthesizing and transferring learning to new, 
complex situations within and beyond the 
campus.”11 Engaged scholarship can be under-
stood as a faculty equivalent of integrative learn-
ing. Engaged scholarship requires co-constructed, 
decompartmentalized knowledge—both deep and 
broad—that reaches beyond the boundaries of 
the university and solves community problems, 
thereby fulfilling the civic mission of higher 
education. Applying the elements of integrative 
learning to faculty work could address current 
challenges in promoting and achieving transla-
tional scholarship and interdisciplinary collabora-
tion. Faculty, too, require support as integrated 
learners and scholars if they are to help their 
institutions respond to calls for a more responsive 
higher education model. Integrative learning 
for faculty links lab, classroom, office, commit-
tee, and community, joining conversations 
about developing an area of excellence, a career, 
and a life.

If integrative learning were to become central 
to the work of the university—and to faculty 
work, in particular—it would call into question 
what institutions accept as knowledge and how 
they judge success. While traditional academic 
models treat knowledge as disciplinarily con-
strained, expert-driven, and confined within 
the walls of the university, integrative learning 
privileges co-constructed, decompartmentalized, 
shared, and applied knowledge. Adopting a 
model of integrative learning for faculty would 
mean disrupting the normative “buckets” of 
faculty work: research, teaching, and service. 
A faculty model of integrative learning would 
encourage new criteria for excellence that blur 
and transcend these bounded categories and 
that reframe a zero-sum game of effort alloca-
tion as one of integration that results in more 
than the sum of the parts. This model also 
would call on institutions to help faculty learn 
how to navigate the languages, frameworks, 

and methodological preferences of colleagues 
outside their own disciplines. 

The longstanding institutional reward struc-
tures that reinforce narrow pathways to, and 
models of, excellence also must be transformed 
to recognize and support engaged work. With 
such institutional affirmation, collaborative and 
engaged scholarship, as well as the risks typi-
cally associated with working across disciplines, 
would become opportunities for success, rather 
than threats to promotion and tenure. Thus, 
an integrative-learning framework for faculty 
would create space for the innovation and risk 
taking required for engaged scholarship. 

Engaged scholarship and its scholarly products 
may neither comport with traditional norms of 
scholarly output nor lend themselves to tradi-
tional peer review procedures. Thus, a model of 
integrative learning for faculty would force 
reconsideration of our definitions of “expertise” 
and “expert.” Reframing these concepts has 
implications for how we assess faculty work and 
how we think about processes of peer review. 
While integrative learning celebrates both breadth 
and depth, traditional notions of expertise 
reward focused depth. The argument here is 
not that institutions need to abandon such 
notions of “expertise”; rather, we should also 
recognize expertise that balances deep disci-
plinary knowledge with breadth of application 
and connection. In other words, institutional 
reward structures must incentivize interdisci-
plinary collaboration that results in publication 
outside of disciplinarily sanctioned outlets or 
high-quality scholarly products that may be 
unrecognizable to disciplinary peers. Expanding 
institutional norms of expertise would require 
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reconsider who counts as an expert and what 
counts as evidence of expertise. Community-
based projects and applied scholarship must be 
recognized as peer-reviewable applications of 
expertise. Moreover, a model of faculty integra-
tive learning must acknowledge that not all our 
peers are academics, and that community part-
ners might emerge as expert reviewers for prod-
ucts that have impact beyond the university. 
Academic leaders should work to develop 
guidelines for community partners that would 
help these collaborators effectively assess and 
review faculty work.

Such expanded understandings of “expert” 
and “expertise” productively challenge academic 
notions of prestige and reputation, and they 
require reimagining the traditional currency of 

academia. Faculty engaged 
in team-taught project-
based learning, for exam-
ple, blend applied research, 
excellence in teaching, 
and service to both univer-
sity and community. A 
well-facilitated and guided 
project experience for 
students might yield a prod-
uct that has great value 
for a community partner. 

If the educational outcome has value outside 
the university, then the institution should also 
value the work by supporting and rewarding the 
faculty who integrate classroom innovation 
with collaborative, applied research.

Responding to neglected learners with an 
integrative-learning framework would help 
institutions create stronger connections among 
their communities of scholars and prepare them 
to better address messy real-world problems in 
their communities. An integrative model of 
faculty learning would also enhance the vitality 
of the professoriate with more engaged and 
networked scholars akin to Schon’s “reflective 
practitioner” who has access to multiple frames 
for problem solving.12 The boundaries within 
and around an institution would be under-
stood to be more permeable, and accordingly, 
faculty could enjoy a broader network of 
loosely affiliated colleagues. 

An example of this institutional commit-
ment to integrative learning for faculty might 
be universities convening and sponsoring 
shared work sessions that include campus 

members, community participants, and disciplin-
ary colleagues. Currently, faculty attend confer-
ences primarily as experts who present their 
research or collaborate with like-minded scholars 
on problems relevant to their research agendas. 
Conferences make these conversations happen in 
real time, but off site. A faculty model of integra-
tive learning would call on institutions to bring 
faculty members’ disciplinary learning back to the 
campus and community, with regular report-outs 
or poster sessions that showcase this institutional 
investment in travel and conference attendance. 
Such cultural shifts have the potential to support 
engagement in an institution and to enhance a 
sense of belonging, characteristics as important 
for faculty success and well-being as they are for 
student success and well-being. Developing more 
drop-in, low-commitment, informal poster ses-
sions, TED-style talks, and similar convenings 
that provide ample opportunities to connect across 
disciplines would complement and support the 
changing dynamics of faculty work. Such 
opportunities focus on connection and commu-
nication throughout the organization in order 
to promote boundary-crossing collaboration. 

Similarly, institutions could facilitate the 
creation of team and networked projects. For 
example, institutions could develop cross-
functional teams that enlist whole departments, 
units, and community partners to address reten-
tion issues, the use of decision analytics, enroll-
ment management, curricular revision, the 
development of high-impact practices, or trans-
lational research problems in and with the 
community. These projects are not necessarily 
long-term committee assignments but are deep 
retreat-worthy conversations that would recon-
nect learning with the professional context of 
faculty work. These learning conversations should 
be more inclusive and involve staff, adjunct 
faculty, and students. Such models would encour-
age more attention to context and place as well 
as a greater investment in, and connection to, 
immediate communities. They would help fac-
ulty forge stronger connections among disciplines 
as well as to their immediate settings.

Making connections between one’s individual 
career aspirations and broader institutional 
goals fills a gap that hampers both faculty and 
administrators. We need to do a better job of 
aligning what the campus hopes to achieve 
with the rewards, incentives, communications, 
and related support designed for faculty. We 
believe that many faculty are interested in 

Responding to neglected learners 
with an integrative-learning  
framework would help institutions 
create stronger connections 
among their communities of  
scholars and prepare them to 
better address messy real-world 
problems in their communities
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and communities, but they feel ill-equipped to 
take on this challenge. These strategies move 
faculty learning from remediation or individual 
enhancement to faculty learning as institutional 
investment. We could develop incentives and 
rewards in the form of grants for mentoring or 
forming learning communities—providing a 
stipend for enrollment as fellows, for example, 
with the requirement to pay back and teach 
others—and, ultimately, have these efforts count 
in promotion and tenure reviews.

The goals of a liberal education cannot be 
achieved if faculty are not integrative learners. 
Importantly, a model of integrative learning for 
faculty would enhance institutional efforts to 
help students integrate learning across their 
degree and cocurricular engagements, as faculty 
would bring their own experience with, and 
perspectives on, integration back to the class-
room. They would communicate the importance 
of integrative learning to their students and 
mentees, thereby sustaining second-order change 
and a cultural shift in priorities. 

Conclusion
Viewing faculty as neglected learners opens up 
new conversations about how best to assist 
them in ways that also meet the challenges and 
goals of higher education in the twenty-first 
century. Faculty and the institutions they serve 
would benefit from this shift in focus because 
their colleagues are changing, their students 
are different, their disciplines are expanding 
and deepening, and their campuses are faced 
with external forces that require them to leave 
the lab or classroom and become engaged in 
on-the-ground problems. If we were able to 
address the needs of faculty as neglected learners, 
we would be more likely to achieve institu-
tional goals because those goals would be more 
closely aligned with faculty development efforts. 
Furthermore, we would be better able to foster 
cultural change on formal and informal levels, 
resulting in more interdisciplinary, collaborative, 
innovation-friendly campuses. Such a culture 
would ultimately benefit students, faculty, and 
the communities we serve.

In fact, a campus would be better able to 
attend to the neglected learning of faculty if it 
operated more like a “learning organization”—
one that engages in intentional, transparent, 
and planned reflection and communication. 
Research suggests that an institutionalized 

culture of learning is one that encourages a level 
of risk that does not typically exist in a university.13 
We argue for strategies that make boundaries 
more permeable and that make learning—for 
everyone, including faculty—better aligned with 
campus goals. n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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“Glocalizing” the Campus        to Advance Global Learning  
fOR ThE PAST SEvERAl yEARS, I have been at-
tending Association of American Colleges and 
Universities (AAC&U) conferences and insti-
tutes regularly in order to glean useful ideas for 
improving general education and, more re-
cently, for infusing global learning into the 
undergraduate curriculum. With each conference 
and institute attended, I have increased my 
knowledge and repertoire of potential practices 
to be adapted to my home institution, the 
University of South Florida (USF). Speaking 
honestly, though, I have found the “adapting” 
part to be challenging at times, because USF is 
a large research university with over 40,000 

students and nearly 
1,800 instructional 
faculty. How does one 
advance global learn-
ing on a campus of 
that size? 

After having worked 
on this issue for the 
past five years, I have 

come to realize that the challenge with global 
learning initiatives lies not with any institutional 
characteristic but with global learning itself. 
Definitions of global learning vary slightly, but all 
invoke a broad spectrum of knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes.1 As a result, global learning does not 
fall squarely within the domain of any one 
department—or even two or three departments. 
Global learning requires a concerted group effort 
to provide students with a variety of experi-
ences that develop a diversity of competencies. 
Therein lies the challenge for institutions of 
any size. 

In what follows, I offer suggestions for advanc-
ing global learning on campus that are derived 
from my experience leading the development 
of a university-wide global learning initiative 

at USF. Called the Global Citizens Project, the 
initiative links key areas of the curriculum and 
cocurriculum to develop a network of global 
learning experiences, a process I refer to as 
“glocalizing the campus.”2 The network, created 
through shared global learning outcomes and 
reinforced through new and existing structures 
and systems, enables students to learn and prac-
tice desired competencies in different contexts.3 
While still a work in progress, the Global Citizens 
Project is an example of how global learning can 
connect different corners of a campus of any 
size. To set the stage for a discussion of specific 
aspects of the initiative, I begin by briefly 
describing the context in which USF’s Global 
Citizens Project was developed.

Global engagement at USF:  
Parameters and possibilities
The establishment of the Global Citizens Project 
marked a significant step toward accomplishing 
the first goal of USF’s strategic plan, which calls 
for the preparation of “well-educated and highly 
skilled global citizens through our continuing 
commitment to student success.”4 With its 
mission as “a global research university dedicated 
to student success,” USF values “global research, 
community engagement, and public service.”5 
The university supports faculty and student 
global engagement through USF World, an 
administrative unit in the office of the provost 
that is dedicated to internationalizing the USF 
System.6 In short, the importance of global 
engagement is firmly established at the highest 
levels of the administration. 

Activities that advance USF’s global mission 
are, therefore, encouraged. This is particularly 
important given that we serve 30,374 under-
graduates, 92 percent of whom are from Florida. 
The typical incoming student has never left the 
country; many have not ventured out of the state. 
Our current study abroad participation rate is 3.35 
percent and increasing every year. However, 40 
percent of our students are Pell Grant recipients 
and over half are transfer students, so studying 
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for a variety of reasons. 
External pressures complicate USF’s global 

mission. For example, state legislation holds 
that once a student surpasses 110 percent of 
the credit hours required for the degree, he or 
she must be levied a surcharge for any “excess” 
hours. This makes it imperative that students 
stay focused and minimize credits that do not 
count toward the degree. As a result, study 
abroad, foreign language study, and other 
credit-bearing global learning opportunities 
are sometimes viewed as “extras.” 

To address some of the perceived internal 
and external obstacles to global learning, USF 
proposed to develop an explicitly global gen-
eral education curriculum as part of our appli-
cation to AAC&U’s Shared Futures: General 

Education for a Global Century 
initiative in 2010. Our selec-
tion led to the pilot of what 
became USF’s Global Citizen-
ship General Education Pro-
gram. From 2011 to 2015, the 
two-year program offered partici-
pating students global general 
education courses and a guaran-
teed $2,000 study abroad schol-

arship. While successful with the inaugural 
cohort of twenty-five students (as measured in 
terms of completion rates and program satisfac-
tion), the difficulties posed by the lock-step nature 
of the curriculum when scaling up in subsequent 
years taught us that a more flexible approach was 
needed. This proved to be a valuable lesson for 
the Global Citizens Project. 

USF’s Global Citizens Project
The Global Citizens Project (GCP) is a five-year 
effort to enhance USF students’ global competen-
cies. The goal is to graduate well-educated and 
highly skilled global citizens. Undertaken as 
part of the university’s reaffirmation of accredi-
tation,7 the project is comprehensive and well 
resourced. However, my experience leads me to 
believe that, even in situations of limited to 
no funding, the “glocalizing” approach we use 
can be implemented incrementally. The most 
important step is to define a common set of 
global competencies that can be infused into 
different educational experiences, both curric-
ular and cocurricular. The global competencies 
are the essential links connecting the different 
experiences, which are then reinforced through 

structural and systemic means. Below, I pres-
ent the GCP competencies and our plan for 
achieving them.

The Global Citizens Project defines a global 
citizen as someone who engages meaningfully 
and effectively with diverse people, places, 
events, challenges, and opportunities. The 
definition is based on a core set of global skills, 
attitudes, and behaviors, which we have incor-
porated into a working developmental model 
of global citizenship (see fig. 1). At the heart of 
our model lie three primary competencies: global 
awareness, global responsibility, and global 
participation.8 For each of these competencies, 
we recognize both affective/conative and cog-
nitive dimensions and have defined six accom-
panying learning outcomes: self-awareness, 
willingness, and practice within the affective/
conative domain; and knowledge, analysis, and 
synthesis within the cognitive domain. These 
six learning outcomes are the core of USF’s 
Global Citizens Project; all GCP activities are 
directed at enhancing student learning relative 
to the outcomes.

To achieve our learning goals, we have 
developed three interconnected strategies, which 
together create multiple, scaffolded opportunities 
for students to engage in different global learning 
experiences. The first strategy is to infuse the 
GCP learning outcomes into the general educa-
tion curriculum. Specifically, all courses that fulfill 
general education requirements in the social and 
behavioral sciences, humanities, fine arts, and an 
area we call “human and cultural diversity in a 
global context” must address two of the cognitive 
GCP learning outcomes and incorporate support-
ing course content, activities, and assignments. 
The objective is to introduce students to global 
learning in the first two years of study. 

To implement this strategy, new review 
criteria have been incorporated into the regular 
recertification process all general education 
courses must undergo every five years. The 
review criteria build on and strengthen existing 
global dimensions of the general education 
curriculum and, therefore, do not represent 
something entirely new. Course revisions nec-
essary to meet the new global criteria are being 
completed by faculty gradually, based on the 
five-year recertification schedule. The univer-
sity’s general education council, a standing 
committee of our faculty senate, reviews these 
recertification proposals as part of their regular 
review process. 

The Global Citizens Project 
defines a global citizen  
as someone who engages 
meaningfully and effectively 
with diverse people,  
places, events, challenges,  
and opportunities
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The second strategy targets the majors. Here 
we are encouraging departments to infuse the 
learning outcomes of the Global Citizens Project 
into the coursework of the majors and to 
develop supporting high-impact practices (e.g., 
service learning, study abroad/away, and under-
graduate research) and cocurricular experiences, 
thereby turning the major into a Global Path-
way. The objective is to provide students with 
opportunities to practice and apply global com-
petencies within their disciplines of study. In 
this manner, students also gain an understanding 
of the enhanced value that a global perspective 
brings to the disciplines. 

To advance the Global Pathways strategy, a 
new certification process has been developed 
that enables academic departments to demon-
strate the various ways in which their programs 
align with the Global Citizens Project and, thus, 
market their programs as Global Pathways. 
Departments are offered incentives and support 

to engage in this work. In addition to course 
releases and faculty stipends, participating 
departments receive priority for funding to 
develop global undergraduate research and 
service-learning courses as well as priority consid-
eration for leading study abroad programs in 
preferred locations. 

Our third strategy encourages and rewards 
students’ participation in global learning expe-
riences through a new undergraduate award 
program. USF’s Global Citizen Award can be 
earned through a combination of curricular 
and/or cocurricular experiences addressing the 
GCP learning outcomes. Students choose two 
experiences in which they wish to participate 
from a list of options that includes globally 
certified coursework, foreign language study, 
study abroad/away, undergraduate research, 
service learning, internships, and community 
service. Attendance at eight on-campus global 
events is also required. Upon earning the 

Student Learning Outcomes Competencies Student Learning Outcomes

Global Awareness
Awareness of one’s  

role in the world

Knowledge
Knowledge of global 
and cultural systems 

and issues

Self-Awareness
Self-awareness with regard 
to values, beliefs, attitudes, 

and behavior

Global Responsibility
Responsible behavior 

linked with recognition of 
global interdependencies

Analysis
Ability to analyze global and 

cultural interrelationships and 
interdependencies across 

place and time

Willingness
Willingness to make 

individual choices that reflect 
concern for others

Global Participation
Participation in politics  

or civil society, 
locally or globally

GLOBAL CITIZENSHIP
Willingness and ability to engage constructively with diverse people,  

places, events, challenges, and opportunities

Global Participation
Ability to develop and/or apply 
context-appropriate actions to 
address complex issues and/

or unfamiliar situations

Global Participation
Ability to develop and/or apply 
context-appropriate actions to 
address complex issues and/

or unfamiliar situations
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of the Global Citizens Project
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award, students are identified as global citizens 
on their transcripts and become eligible to apply 
for a $2,500 study abroad scholarship, among 
other incentives. The objective of the award is to 
provide students with opportunities to reinforce 
their global competencies. 

The award requirements parallel the Global 
Pathways structure so that students can earn 
the award as they complete requirements for 
the major. Faculty are therefore offered incen-
tives to certify major and elective coursework 

as Global Citizens courses, which students can 
use toward award requirements. The universi-
ty’s undergraduate council, which is a standing 
committee of our faculty senate, is responsible 
for certifying these undergraduate courses and 
has developed a certification process and crite-
ria mirroring those used by the university’s 
general education council for general educa-
tion courses. Campus partners, such as the 
offices for community engagement, undergrad-
uate research, and career services, help vet and 

University of 
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approve the global nature of other award activities 
using established criteria.

To spearhead and oversee implementation 
of all three strategies, the Global Citizens 
Project office was created and is staffed by a 
director, an assistant director, two professional 
development specialists, an assessment special-
ist, an administrative support specialist, and 
five graduate assistants. The assistant director 
manages the Global Citizen Award using USF’s 
learning management system. Working with USF’s 

teaching center, the professional development 
specialists assist staff and faculty with global 
programming and course design. The assessment 
specialist works with USF’s institutional effec-
tiveness office to refine our model of global citizen-
ship and develop a comprehensive assessment 
plan to measure student learning. 

Development of the Global Citizens Project
The Global Citizens Project infuses global learn-
ing outcomes into different campus activities and 
links those activities through new structures 
(Global Pathways and the award) and existing 
requirements (general education and the ma-
jors). We developed this approach slowly over 
two years, as the various committees involved 
navigated the internal and external challenges 
of our institutional context. Directly addressing 
those challenges ultimately strengthened the plan.

Development of the Global Citizens Project 
began in summer 2013 under the direction of a 
thirty-one-member steering committee appointed 
by the provost and composed of administrators, 
faculty, staff, students, and alumni representing 
all facets of the university community. Sub-
committees worked on specific aspects of the 
project from 2014 to 2015. A faculty team 
dedicated to curricular development and a 
student affairs team dedicated to cocurricular 
development proposed the three strategies to 
enhance students’ global learning. Three 
implementation teams—also composed of key 
stakeholders, including academic advisors and 
student government representatives—drafted 
plans for carrying out the strategies proposed 
by the development teams.

Importantly, as the development teams began 
their work, it became apparent that a set of 
guidelines was needed in order to avoid the 
potential pitfalls involved with brainstorming 
strategies (e.g., excess credit hours). First and 
foremost, we agreed that we must keep under-
graduate student learning at the forefront of 
our efforts. We found that many related activi-
ties were worthy of attention, but if they were 
not directly tied to enhancing students’ global 
competencies, then they were deemed to be 
outside the scope of the project.

Another important guideline was that no 
new requirements or other activities that could 
lead to excess credit hours would be instituted. 
For this reason, we decided against a credit-
bearing certificate program and instead created 
a flexible award so that any student, regardless 
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of major or year, can participate without acquir-
ing excess credit hours. In the end, these two 
guidelines reinforced each other, because we 
found that when our discussions slipped into a 
focus on strategies (and not learning), we tended 
to brainstorm new requirements or fall back 
on study abroad. By keeping the emphasis on 
student learning, we found creative ways to work 
within existing requirements and systems.

The emphasis on student learning meant 
that it was important to craft measurable learn-

ing outcomes that were specific to 
USF and our institutional mission and 
values. So while the steering commit-
tee conducted reviews of the literature 
on global competencies, ultimately we 
turned to existing global dimensions 
of our general education curriculum in 
order to draft an initial set of learning 
outcomes, which faculty focus groups 

then refined. Faculty, staff, and student surveys 
regarding the qualities of a global citizen also 
informed this work, as did AAC&U’s Global 
Learning VALUE Rubric.9

In the process of drafting the learning out-
comes, it also became clear that our learning 
outcomes should be meaningful to all, but 
specific to none. In other words, the outcomes 
needed to be defined in such a way that all 
disciplines and departments could have a role in 
the Global Citizens Project without relegating any 
one aspect of learning to the domain of a particu-
lar unit. In this way, developing students’ global 
competencies is everyone’s responsibility and 
opportunity. For this reason, foreign language 

skills and intercultural competency, for exam-
ple, are not singled out as separate learning 
outcomes; rather, they are woven throughout 
the outcomes.

Finally, there was a strong sense on campus 
that we were already “doing global.” It was 
therefore imperative to recognize these accom-
plishments and find ways to build upon this 
foundation. As a result, the affective/conative 
learning outcomes of the Global Citizens Project 
derive from existing learning outcomes defined 
by our residential life unit as part of the resi-
dential curriculum. For this reason, too, the 
requirements for the Global Citizen Award 
incorporate the many global activities already 
occurring on campus. In the end, our steady 
focus on student learning and direct acknowl-
edgement of the challenges posed by our insti-
tutional context led us to draw on our strengths 
and connect existing resources in new ways.

Suggestions for “glocalizing” your campus
While our approach to advancing global learn-
ing on campus was borne out of our specific 
institutional context, the process of linking local 
resources to create a network of global learning 
experiences is broadly adaptable. The advantage 
is that the process allows you to work within 
existing parameters, while compelling you to 
seek new possibilities. Whether or not you adopt 
this approach, there are generalizable lessons that 
can be applied to your home campus:
• Keep student learning at the forefront of 

your efforts. Losing sight of your purpose 
will divert your attention from what matters 
most—your students. Also, having a good 
sense of what you want your students to 
learn will free you to be creative with the 
kinds of opportunities you might develop.

• Form partnerships across campus that 
benefit all parties. Global learning is not 
possible without collaboration. Involve 
representatives from many different stake-
holder groups during all phases of planning, 
development, and implementation. Learn 
what is important to them, and integrate 
their priorities into the overall plan. 

• Define a shared set of global learning out-
comes. Learning outcomes that are mean-
ingful to different constituencies offer a 
common goal toward which all can work 
and a common ground upon which to build 
critical partnerships. Refer to your institu-
tion’s mission statement or strategic plan for 

The process of linking  
local resources to create 
a network of global 
learning experiences 
is broadly adaptable

University of 
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outcomes with institutional values, you will 
be able to demonstrate how global learning and 
associated activities benefit your institution. 
At USF, research and engagement to “improve 
lives and strengthen communities” is part 
of our mission. As a result, there is a strong 
practice and application dimension to our 
global learning outcomes. In fact, we use the 
term global citizen to emphasize responsibility 
and action. 

• Develop collective strategies that bridge 
disconnected units. Strategies that connect 
unlikely partners encourage creative think-
ing about existing structures, systems, and 
activities. Moreover, collaborators will ap-
preciate the new level of visibility afforded 
their programming. For example, our student 
affairs’ successful iBuddy program, which 
connects domestic and international students 
for friendship and cultural awareness, is 
gaining more recognition among faculty as a 
result of its inclusion in the Global Citizen 
Award. This cocurricular program, and others 
like it, will become increasingly connected 
to courses and curricula as departments 
globalize their majors.

• Capitalize on institutional strategic priorities 
to infuse global learning where it does not 
yet exist. These areas are likely to have 
resources and activities into which global 
learning can be integrated. For example, 
USF’s offices for community engagement 
and undergraduate research now reserve 
stipends for faculty willing to create globally 
focused service-learning and research 
opportunities.

• Forge new paths to connect existing sites 
of global learning. In this way, it becomes 
possible to acknowledge what is already 
happening on campus, while creating some-
thing new and exciting. USF’s Global Citizen 
Award grew out of such an endeavor and is 
bringing together academic affairs and student 
affairs in unprecedented ways. 
The list of recommendations above suggests 

that advancing global learning on campus entails 
demonstrating the same skills and attitudes 
that we aim to develop in our students: a read-
iness to engage with diverse groups, an open-
ness to new ideas and different perspectives, 
the ability to see connections and establish 
new ones, and the willingness to collaborate for 
mutual benefit. Global learning initiatives offer 

us the opportunity to model for our students 
essential competencies in this increasingly 
interconnected world. Creating an intercon-
nected campus has the potential to advance 
our global learning efforts even further. n

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

NOTES
1. See, for example, Dawn Michele Whitehead, 
“Global Learning: Key to Making Excellence Inclusive,” 
Liberal Education 101, no. 3 (2015): 6–13; Kevin 
Hovland, Global Learning: Defining, Designing, and 
Demonstrating (Washington, DC: NAFSA and 
Association of American Colleges and Universities, 
2014); Christa L. Olson, Madeleine F. Green, and 
Barbara A. Hill, A Handbook for Advancing Comprehensive 
Internationalization: What Institutions Can Do and What 
Students Should Learn (Washington, DC: American 
Council on Education, 2006).
2. While similar in concept to internationalization at 
home, I use “glocalize” to emphasize the goal of global 
learning, as defined by Whitehead and Hovland. 
3. In this respect, glocalizing the campus is similar to 
an across-the-curriculum approach, but all campus 
activities and areas are considered potential sites of 
global learning, which are explicitly linked through 
various means. 
4. A Global Research University Dedicated to Student 
Success: 2013–2018 Strategic Plan (Tampa, FL: 
University of South Florida, 2013), 1. 
5. Ibid., 8.
6. USF is part of the University of South Florida System, 
which is composed of three separately accredited 
institutions. USF serves as the main campus and is 
located in Tampa, Florida.
7. The Global Citizens Project is USF’s Quality 
Enhancement Plan (QEP). A QEP is a requirement  
for reaffirmation of accreditation by the Southern 
Association of Colleges and Schools Commission  
on Colleges.
8. The three core global competencies of the Global 
Citizens Project are based on Hans Schattle, The 
Practices of Global Citizenship (Lanham, MD: Rowman 
and Littlefield, 2008).
9. For information about the VALUE rubrics, or to 
download individual rubrics, see http://www.aacu.org/
value-rubrics.
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In 1970, full-TIME fAculTy comprised more 
than 75 percent of the academic workforce. 
Today, they comprise just over 50 percent; the 
remaining positions are filled by adjuncts. This 
trend portends great uncertainty about the future 
of academic employment, not to mention well-
justified alarm at the working environment it 
promotes in the present. At an average of $2,700 
to $3,200 per course, adjuncts’ earnings typically 
fall well below those of their tenured, tenure-track, 
and contract counterparts.1 Questions about the 
long-term sustainability of an adjunct-dependent 
higher education system and the fairness per-
taining to sharply divergent employment con-

ditions need seriously 
to be addressed.

Many of these con-
cerns are concentrated 
in specific subject areas. 
English/literature, phi-
losophy, history, and 
modern languages far 

outpace the hard sciences, engineering, profes-
sional degree programs, and even the social 
sciences in their use of adjunct faculty. On its 
surface this uneven distribution across aca-
demic disciplines portends an acute affliction to 
the humanities core of the traditional liberal 
education model, particularly as it relates to 
fields with highly saturated job markets. Yet in 
other ways, the traditional liberal arts model of 
nonprofit higher education actually enjoys a 
modest insulation from a trend that is much 
more pronounced at other institutional types, 
and particularly the for-profit sector.

The adjunctification of the American profes-
soriate is often attributed to a number of familiar 
causes: instructional budget reductions (some-
times coupled with administrative growth), the 
erosion of tenure and other job benefits, the 
failure of colleges and universities to keep pace 

with growing student enrollments, and even the 
disruptive economic effects of the “great reces-
sion” that began in 2008. Despite the apparent 
conventional wisdom embodied by each of 
these explanatory factors, growing empirical 
evidence actually points to the boom in for-profit 
higher education as the primary, though not 
the only, driver of the most recent phases of 
adjunctification. The disproportionately heavy 
use of adjunct faculty by for-profit institutions, 
combined with the rapid growth of the for-profit 
sector beginning in the 1990s, has led to an 
unprecedented expansion in the number of 
adjunct positions overall. And yet, despite 
heightened attention to the adjunctification 
phenomenon, we may now be witnessing signs 
of a modest contraction of the adjunct market in 
the wake of the bursting of the for-profit bubble.

Statistical trends in adjunct employment
While concerns about adjunctification in US 
higher education are not new, they have grown 
in intensity in recent years.2 In early 2015, 
adjunct labor activists called attention to what 
they deemed unfair pay and working conditions 
by organizing a “National Adjunct Walkout 
Day.” Although increased awareness of the 
issue has spawned new efforts to map the char-
acteristics of the part-time academic workforce, 
the unavailability of accurate metrics and data 
sources related to adjunct employment remains 
a challenge for researchers. In 2012, the Coalition 
on the Academic Workforce commissioned the 
most comprehensive survey of adjunct faculty to 
date in an attempt to shed light on characteristics 
of adjunct employment.3

Not all statistics are as they seem on the surface, 
though, and substantial confusion often char-
acterizes public discussion of trends associated 
with the reliance on adjunct faculty. For example, 
a number of reputable media outlets have reported 
that adjuncts comprise as much as 76 percent 
of the academic workforce—an inaccurate claim 
that actually represents the total percentage of 
“contingent” faculty, a category that also includes 

The rise of the for-profit sector 
appears to have rapidly accelerated 
the use of adjunct faculty

PH I L LI P  W.  M AG N E S S

For-Profit Universities 
and the Roots of Adjunctification 

in US Higher Education

PHILLIP W. MAGNESS is academic program director 
at the Institute for Humane Studies and adjunct 
professor of public policy at George Mason University.
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positions, whether full or part time. Others use 
the terms “adjunct” and “contingent” inter-
changeably, failing to acknowledge that each 
group faces unique and, in some ways, highly 
divergent challenges.4 The long-term job security 
of those in full-time non-tenure-track positions 
remains a concern; however, it is dangerous for 
statistical reporting purposes to conflate these 
contingent faculty with adjunct faculty. The 
wage gap between the two groups is significant; 
the median salary of full-time contingent faculty 
was $47,500 in 2010, and most enjoy full-time 
employee benefits that are not available to 
adjuncts.5 The most reliable data on part-time 
employment suggest that adjuncts currently 
comprise between 40 and 50 percent of the 
postsecondary instructional workforce in the 
United States, though this figure also varies 
widely by the type of institution and highest 
level of degree granted.

Rather than a simple rise in the number of 
adjuncts and a corresponding decline in the 
number of full-time faculty, a closer look at 
academic employment data reveals a significantly 
more complex picture. Adjunct growth has been 
highly concentrated in the for-profit sector for 
the past two decades, and it has proceeded at a 
much slower pace in more traditional sectors 

of the academy. This concentration reflects a 
number of characteristics that are unique to 
for-profit higher education, including the sector’s 
distinctive economic situation. Part-time 
employment growth remains an issue for tra-
ditional nonprofit colleges and universities, 
though its dynamics are far less reflective of the 
commonly presumed pattern of “replacement” 
for formerly full-time faculty positions. In general, 
closer attentiveness to institution-specific 
patterns is necessary both to understand the 
adjunct phenomenon and to accurately diag-
nose its implications for the future of higher 
education in the United States.

For-profits and the recent roots  
of adjunctification
The decline in full-time positions as a percent-
age of instructional staffing has been ongoing 
since the early 1970s. As figure 1 illustrates, the 
most precipitous drop actually took place between 
1970 and 1977. This drop in the percentage of 
full-time faculty is usually attributed to the rise 
of community colleges, which employ relatively 
high numbers of part-time faculty.6 The percent-
age of full-time faculty underwent a slow yet 
steady decline between 1993 and 2012, drop-
ping from 60 to 50 percent, before rebounding 
slightly to just over 51 percent in 2013. 
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Figure 1. Percentage of full-time faculty employed in US colleges and universities

Data from Thomas D. Snyder and Sally A. Dillow, Digest of Education Statistics 2013 (Washington, DC: US Department of Education, 2015), 501, table 315.10.



LiberaL education  Spring 2016   53

P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

I
V

E
S

However, this percentage comparison 
obscures another important trend. The total 
number of full-time positions has more than 
doubled, from 369,000 in 1970 to 791,000 
today (see fig. 2). Interestingly, this growth 
pattern has continued uninterrupted since 1986. 
Moreover, it accelerated slightly after 2001 
and, contrary to another common misconception, 
does not appear to have diminished during the 
financial crisis of the late 2000s. The observed 
decline in the percentage of full-time faculty 
actually derives from the fact that the number 
of part-time positions has expanded at a faster 
rate, swelling from 104,000 in 1970 to 752,000 
today. This growth pattern is much less stable 
and has tended to come in sudden waves and 
with occasional reversals. While the overall 
number of part-time positions has essentially 
grown to match the number of full-time posi-
tions, there is no sign that full-time positions 
are on the decline numerically. 

What, then, is causing the most recent wave 
of adjunctification in US higher education? 
The single largest factor appears to be the par-
allel boom in for-profit higher education. The 
US Department of Education’s IPEDS survey 
has consistently shown that for-profit colleges 
and universities employ part-time or adjunct 
faculty almost exclusively. Tenure is essentially 
nonexistent at most of these institutions, and 

adjuncts comprise nearly the entirety of the 
for-profit instructional workforce. The most 
recent study on institutional lines shows that 
over 93 percent of for-profit faculty are hired 
on a part-time basis (see table 1). By contrast, 
adjuncts comprise only one-third of the 
instructional faculty at traditional four-year 

Table 1. Part-time faculty by  
institutional type and degree level
 Percentage 
 of Part-Time 
 Faculty

4-Year Colleges & Universities by Type 

 Public 29.53
 Private 41.97

4-Year Colleges & Universities by Highest Degree Granted

 Doctoral 27.58
 Master’s 43.37
 Baccalaureate 35.21

 Total 34.45

Non-Profit 2-Year Colleges 

 Total 65.47

For-Profit Colleges & Universities 

 Total 93.13

Data from John W. Curtis and Monica F. Jacobs, “Consequences: An 
Increasingly Contingent Faculty,” AAUP Contingent Faculty Index 2006 
(Washington, DC: American Association of University Professors, 2006), 
18, table 2.
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Figure 2. Number of higher education faculty in the United States by employment level

Data from Thomas D. Snyder and Sally A. Dillow, Digest of Education Statistics 2013 (Washington, DC: US Department of Education, 2015), 501, table 315.10.

19
72

19
70

19
74

19
78

19
76

19
80

19
84

19
82

19
86

19
90

19
88

19
92

19
96

19
94

19
98

20
00

20
04

20
02

20
06

20
10

20
08

20
12

N
um

be
r o

f F
ac

ul
ty

100,000

200,000

300,000

400,000

500,000

600,000

700,000

800,000

900,000

Part-time

Full-timeFull-Time Faculty

Part-Time Faculty



54   LiberaL education  Spring 2016

P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

I
V

E
S

colleges and universities (the percentage is 
slightly higher at private institutions than at 
publics) and about two-thirds of the faculty at 
community colleges. 

The extreme disparity in adjunct dependence 
between for-profit and nonprofit higher education 
points to a disproportionate role in the observed 
adjunct boom. While for-profit metrics are more 
difficult to obtain, a clearly parallel expansion 
in the for-profit sector occurred between the 
1990s and 2011. This period corresponds to 
several landmark events in the history of for-profit 
higher education. The Apollo Group, parent 
company of the for-profit University of Phoenix, 
took its stock public in 1994 and rapidly expanded 
its branch campuses. The Corinthian Colleges 
group was founded shortly thereafter in 1995. 
For-profit student enrollment peaked around 
2010–11, followed by a precipitous decline that 
is still underway and includes the bankruptcy 
of the Corinthian system in early 2015. Direct 
evidence of for-profit effects can be seen in 
figure 3. A near-perfect correlation appears 
between the growth in the number of for-profit 
campuses and the growth in the overall number 
of adjuncts in the same period. 

The trend in faculty employment in for-profit 
institutions follows a nearly identical pattern. 
As shown in figure 2, approximately 470,000 
part-time faculty positions were added between 

1991 and the adjunct peak in 2011. (Note that 
this figure does not account for the approximately 
22 percent of adjunct faculty who teach at two 
or more campuses, which makes some double-
counting inevitable.) During this same period, 
the instructional positions at for-profit institu-
tions alone increased by nearly 130,000 positions, 
almost all of them part-time. In a sharp reversal 
of fortunes, for-profit universities shed more than 
10,000 positions between 2011 and 2013. The 
bankruptcy-induced closure of almost one hundred 
Corinthian campuses and the drop in for-profit 
enrollment amidst greater accreditation and 
financial pressures practically ensures that this 
pattern will continue in the near future.

Since for-profit institutions comprised no more 
than about 11 to 13 percent of all US higher 
education institutions at their peak, it is difficult to 
understate the disproportionate weight of their 
position in the adjunct realm. By comparison, the 
for-profit university boom was the likely driver of 
over a quarter of all adjunct growth in the last 
twenty years. 

The adjunctification of the professoriate has 
continued in other sectors of US higher educa-
tion, albeit at a slower pace. A substantial portion 
of this increase in the use of adjuncts may be 
attributable to a continuation of the growth of the 
community college sector that began in the 
1970s. As we have seen, part-time employment 
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rates at two-year associate’s degree–granting 
colleges are about twice that at traditional non-
profit four-year institutions, comprising about 
65 percent of all faculty. Community colleges 
accounted for roughly 130,000 new faculty 
over the same period as the for-profit boom. 
While it is difficult to determine a more precise 
institutional distribution of the growth in adjunct 
faculty given the data limitations, it does appear 
that traditional four-year nonprofit institutions 
have been comparatively less susceptible to the 
adjunctification trend over time.

The role of tenure and full-time status  
in the contingency debate
Unsurprisingly, the growth of part-time faculty 
employment has accompanied a decline in the 
overall percentage (though not the absolute 
number) of tenured and tenure-eligible faculty.7 
As with part-time employment patterns, differ-
ences in institutional type weigh heavily on 
the availability of both tenure protections and 
tenure-eligible positions. As figure 5 (see page 56) 
illustrates, well over 90 percent of public four-year 
colleges and universities have tenure systems in 
place. In fact, the percentage of four-year publics 
with tenure reached an all-time high of almost 
96 percent in 2013–14. Tenure systems are 
somewhat less common at community colleges 
and private four-year institutions, hovering at 

around 60 percent for both. By comparison, ten-
ure systems are virtually non-existent in for-profit 
higher education.

The percentages of tenured faculty within 
institutions that offer tenure have changed 
somewhat. Recall from table 1 that traditional 
four-year institutions employ significantly lower 
percentages of part-time faculty (34 percent) 
than do community colleges (65 percent) and 
for-profits (93 percent). Excluding for-profit 
institutions, the percentage of full-time faculty 
with tenure declined by about 5 percentage points 
across all other institutional types between 1993–
94 and 2003–04 (see fig. 6 on page 57). Yet since 
2005–06, the percentage of full-time tenured 
faculty has stabilized at both public and private 
four-year institutions, and it has increased at 
community colleges. Note that figure 6 includes 
full-time tenured faculty only; it does not account 
for full-time tenure-track or tenure-ineligible 
full-time appointments. Yet it does show that, as a 
percentage of all full-time faculty, the tenured 
faculty has not declined significantly over the past 
decade, including during the recent financial crisis. 

By looking at all full-time faculty positions, 
as opposed to only those with tenure, a clearer 
trend emerges—a trend that runs counter to 
another conventional theory of adjunctification. 
A 2015 report by the Campaign for the Future 
of Higher Education asserts that retiring full-time 
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faculty are being replaced by new adjunct 
hires as a way of handling increased student 
enrollments.8 Though a common claim in the 
adjunct literature, this “replacement” theory is 
directly contradicted by student enrollment 
data. A very different pattern emerges when 
trends in the total number of full-time teaching 
positions are compared to student enrollment 
growth since 1970.

As figure 7 (see page 58) illustrates, the ratio of 
enrolled students to full-time faculty has remained 
remarkably stable at about 25 to 1, fluctuating 
only slightly over time. Furthermore, when data 
from the adjunct-dependent for-profit sector are 
excluded, the ratio today sits at near parity with 
the 1970 level. As of 2013, the total number of 
full-time positions has grown to 2.14 times the 
1970 level. The total number of enrolled students, 
excluding those who attend for-profit universities, 
sits at 2.19 times the 1970 level. In short, the 
total number of full-time positions has actually 
kept pace with student enrollment growth.

This pattern suggests that adjunct faculty 
actually serve another important role in reduc-
ing the average class size and increasing the 
number and diversity of courses offered. These 
factors can improve institutional rankings as 
well as marketing appeal, indicating that adjunc-
tification is actually more of a supplementary 

phenomenon to a full-time growth ratio that 
has remained constant for forty years. 

Interpreting recent data trends
In light of continued uncertainties surrounding 
academic employment, the expanding role of 
part-time faculty in the US higher education 
system will likely remain a subject of controversy 
and concern. The analysis presented here sug-
gests that greater attentiveness to the nuances 
of the academic job market, including the role 
of institutional characteristics in employment 
trends, is warranted.

In particular, the most recent phase of the 
long-term adjunctification in US higher educa-
tion requires further unpacking to account for 
the central role played by the for-profit higher 
education boom that began in the 1990s. The 
rise of the for-profit sector appears to have rapidly 
accelerated the use of adjunct faculty over a 
twenty-year period. By contrast, traditional 
four-year institutions have remained more resis-
tant to adjunctification than the total percentages 
of full- and part-time faculty suggest when 
considered alone. Interestingly, the for-profit-
driven adjunct boom mirrors other recent pat-
terns in for-profit higher education. For example, 
a 2015 study by the Brookings Institution 
found that the for-profit sector accounted for 
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vastly disproportionate levels of student loan 
defaults compared to traditional higher education.9

Two additional characteristics highlight the 
important role of the for-profit phenomenon in 
the adjunctification of US higher education. First, 
part-time instructors at for-profit institutions 
are paid significantly less than their counterparts 
in traditional higher education institutions. With 
a median rate of only $1,560 per class, for-profits 
pay just over half the going adjunct rate at 
most nonprofit colleges and universities.10 

This sizable salary differential suggests that the 
for-profit effect on the adjunct market is also 
greatly exacerbating the broader set of grievances 
associated with adjunct compensation.

Second, we are presently witnessing the 
bursting of the for-profit bubble, following its 
peak around 2010–11. Backlash against student 
loan practices and a push for stricter accreditation 
standards have taken a toll on the for-profit 
education industry, leading to a decline in 
enrollment and, in cases such as Corinthian, 
financial insolvency. If they continue, the 
current troubles of for-profit higher education 
likely portend a partial reversal of the adjuncti-
fication trends. Indeed, the latest statistics 
suggest that such a reversal may be underway 
already, as the percentage of part-time faculty 
(fig. 1), the total number of part-time faculty 

(fig. 2), and the for-profit inclusive student-to-
full-time faculty ratio (fig. 7) all decreased in 
2013, coinciding with the for-profit contraction 
(figs. 3 and 4).

Related patterns in full-time academic 
employment, including full-time contingent 
faculty, indicate steady, uninterrupted growth. 
While this pattern has accompanied an erosion of 
tenured faculty as a percentage of all full-time 
faculty over the past forty years, data from the last 
decade suggest that tenure has stabilized some-
what—particularly if one excludes the for-profit 
sector, where tenure is practically non-existent.

Given that full-time positions continue to 
expand in absolute numbers, recent data trends 
point to a larger issue with the supply of academic 
labor. The number of job applicants continues 
to exceed the number of available full-time posi-
tions, even as the total number of full-time 
positions in many fields has more than doubled 
since 1970. In part, this labor supply issue 
stems from an ongoing overproduction of PhDs, 
although a closer look at the current adjunct 
sector also reveals that even PhD holders are in 
a distinct minority among currently employed 
adjuncts (see table 2 on page 58). 

The growth in adjunct positions reflects the 
academy’s absorption of both a glut of new PhDs 
and an influx of nonterminal-degree-holding 
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Data from Thomas D. Snyder and Sally A. Dillow, Digest of Education Statistics 2013 (Washington, DC: US Department of Education, 2015), 525, table 316.80.
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applicants for part-time instructional positions. 
This latter group was likely a direct beneficiary 
of the for-profit-induced adjunct boom that 
occurred between 1991 and 2011 even as the 
positions it offered were non-ideal. In an already 
saturated academic job market, we should 

expect to see a significant employment advantage 
for candidates with a PhD over those who hold 
only a master’s degree or equivalent.11 A PhD-
driven credentialing expectation will likely 
function as the most visible barrier to upward job 
mobility among adjuncts who lack terminal 
degrees, though it is also likely to exert down-
ward pressures within the adjunct market as 
the for-profit contraction plays out and com-
petition increases for a smaller number of 
adjunct positions.12 

Ironically, the recent surge of adjunct aware-
ness and accompanying unionization efforts 
may have less to do with a “boiling point” 
effect, premised on the overall percentage 
growth over the past four decades, than it does 
with the for-profit-induced adjunct market 
contraction that has occurred over the past 
four years. Adjuncts who lack terminal degrees 
and who teach at less-prestigious institutions 
will likely be the most vulnerable—not for 
want of upward mobility to full-time positions, 
though that credentialing barrier still exists, 
but for want of additional adjuncting work at 
their previously existing levels.

A more pressing and simultaneous concern for 
the liberal arts model may also derive from the 
rapid growth of graduate degree output in the 
humanities. While adjunct growth is significantly 
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Figure 7. Ratio of students to full-time faculty at US colleges and universities

Data from Thomas D. Snyder and Sally A. Dillow, Digest of Education Statistics 2013 (Washington, DC: US Department of Education, 2015), 501, table 315.10; 396, table 303.10.
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Table 2. Part-time respondents,  
by educational attainment
 Number Percentage 
Less than baccalaureate 52 0.06
Baccalaureate 386 4.5
Certification or licensure 49 0.6
Master’s 3,487 40.2
MFA of MLS 872 10.1
JD, MD, or MBA 572 6.6
ABD* 606 7.0
Doctorate 2,638 30.4
Other 12 0.1

Valid responses 8,674 100.1

Missing (no response) 1,657

Total respondents 10,331

Notes: Institutional types refer to the Carnegie 2010 basic classification;
Percentages may not add to 100 because of rounding.
*“ABD” refers to candidates for the doctorate who have completed  
“all but dissertation.”

source: Coalition on the Academic Workforce, A Portrait of Part-Time Faculty 
Members: A Summary of Findings on Part-Time Faculty Respondents to the 
Coalition on the Academic Workforce Survey of Contingent Faculty Members and 
Instructors (Coalition on the Academic Workforce, 2012), 23, table 9.

All Colleges & 
Universities
Excluding For-Profits
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adjunct use may still be a common feature of 
certain disciplines more than others. As previously 
noted, English departments employ a dispropor-
tionately large number of adjuncts even compared 
to other humanities disciplines. Over 16 percent 
of the respondents to a 2012 adjunct survey came 
from English/Literature. History is a distant second 
at 6.6 percent, followed by 5.3 percent in other 
modern languages and 4.8 percent in philosophy 
and religion.13 It may be no accident that these 
fields are also among the largest advanced-degree 
producers in the humanities.14 To the extent that 
many afflicted subjects form a core component of 
a well-rounded liberal education curriculum, 
future adjunct alleviation strategies would benefit 
from a closer examination of why PhD production 
in certain fields consistently outpaces full-time 
faculty job growth.

Adjunct trends illustrate an important 
dynamic of academic employment at a time of 
both growth and uncertainty. Yet it is in the 
nuances of these trends that a clearer picture 
of the employment market begins to emerge. 
There is significant evidence that a number of 
seemingly intuitive explanations for adjunctifi-
cation—college and university budget cuts; the 
ongoing erosion of tenure, both perceived and 
actual; and fallout from specific events, such as 
the recent financial crisis—are, in fact, less deter-
minative of recent anxieties than are develop-
ments in the largely overlooked for-profit sector. 
Once the uniquely distortive effects of employ-
ment patterns in the for-profit sector have been 
taken into account, the adjunct phenomenon 
begins to reflect a comparatively gradual pattern 
with conventional roots in the high supply of 
faculty applicants for a growing, yet still limited, 
number of full-time positions. n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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Our experience suggests that it is 
possible for two institutions to 
maintain and nurture separate 
identities, while at the same time 
getting real benefits, academic 
and economic, from working 
closely together

IT IS nO SEcRET that higher education faces 
significant economic challenges. What is less 
clear is how to address this new economic 
landscape. One idea that gets tossed around 
often, and maybe too casually, is for nearby 
institutions simply to work together. It seems 
like an obvious alternative for two institutions 
to consider: don’t have two of everything. 
Share some things, and enjoy the economies 
of scale that might come with that. Great in 
theory, but where exactly does one start?

We are all familiar with the most traditional 
representations of these types of partnerships. 
Of course, institutions can buy copy paper and 
other commodities in bulk. Students can cross-

register for classes on 
multiple campuses 
(often with conflicting 
and difficult-to-manage 
schedules). Institutions 
can even have shared 
technological services or 
electronic card catalogs. 
Colleges tend to move 
immediately to such 
practical possibilities, 
when what they need 

to do is discuss and understand what it truly means 
to work together. The real challenge of working 
in, and benefitting from, a partnership turns on 
truly integrating core parts of the institutions’ 
missions. The place to start is philosophical, not 
practical, when considering such partnerships. 
And, yes, that philosophical starting point 
includes mission-central areas like academics 
and entails giving up some independence. 

At the College of Saint Benedict (CSB) and 
Saint John’s University (SJU), we have taken up 
this challenge of working together to improve 
the experience of our students. It began nearly 
fifty years ago, in the late 1960s, during a time 
in which many single-sex institutions were 

thinking about their futures. Most of these 
institutions either went coeducational on their 
own or merged with another school to form a 
new coeducational university.

Our institutions contemplated merging then, 
too, but chose a different path because we believed 
there were significant benefits of being a college 
for women (CSB) and a college for men (SJU). 
Yet we also believed there were great benefits 
to our students, both women and men, of work-
ing more closely together than we had histori-
cally. Our motivations were initially to provide 
a better education to our students, yet in that 
process we found the kinds of economies many 
institutions are seeking today. 

The College of Saint Benedict  
and Saint John’s University 
The College of Saint Benedict and Saint John’s 
University have a collaborative relationship 
that is unique in American higher education. 
CSB and SJU are both nationally ranked Catholic, 
residential, liberal arts colleges. The combined 
enrollment of more than 3,600 students makes 
CSB and SJU among the largest of the nation’s 
liberal arts colleges. It is impossible to do justice 
to our partnership, which we call a coordinate 
relationship, in the space we have here, but 
over the decades we have fully integrated three 
areas: admissions, communications, and academic 
affairs. Yes, we share one academic program: 
faculty teach on both campuses, we have one 
faculty senate, we share one provost and academic 
affairs office, and we share one academic affairs 
budget—among several other jointly funded areas. 

In addition, our students share one academic 
program in which they meet identical academic 
requirements and attend classes together on both 
campuses according to a single academic calen-
dar. The two institutions approach prospective 
students and families through a joint admission 
office offering the advantages of two distinct 
campuses as well as a singular, cohesive academic 
experience and a coeducational social environ-
ment. This integrated learning experience 
combines a challenging liberal arts curriculum 
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The True Power of      Collaboration
From Cooperation to Partnership

MARY DANA HINTON is president of the College  
of Saint Benedict, and MICHAEL HEMESATH is 
president of Saint John’s University.



The True Power of      Collaboration
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with extensive opportunities for international 
study, leadership, service learning, spiritual growth, 
and civic and cultural involvement. 

Yet, CSB and SJU are two independent colleges. 
We provide a unique collegiate experience for 
young women at the College of Saint Benedict 
and for young men at Saint John’s University. 
We share a commitment to the development of 
the whole person, while also meeting the unique 
needs of both women and men in single-gender 
and coeducational experiences. Each college 
features its own physical campus, residence halls, 
dining halls, and traditions. We have separate 
student development programs, independent 

athletic programs, two advancement offices, and 
separate governing boards. 

Building a partnership
Very early in our coordinate relationship the 
first tentative steps toward the integration of 
academic programs yielded immediate benefits. 
Cross registration had been possible for some 
time, as at many schools. But by beginning to 
intentionally combine academic departments, 
CSB and SJU immediately gave students access 
to more faculty and a wider range of expertise 
and class offerings. The colleges saw economies 
both through less duplication of faculty and 

College of Saint 
Benedict and Saint 
John’s University
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course offerings and through higher enrollments 
in traditionally small classes like Classics and 
upper-level science offerings. Behind the scenes, 
benefits were derived by simplifying the academic 
administration. Other parts of the academic 
enterprise followed the integration of depart-
ments. We moved toward a single library admin-

istration, one registrar and, as 
technology needs grew over the 
years, to a single information 
technology department.

It was our philosophical and 
later practical movement toward a 
joint academic enterprise that 
yielded the most significant ben-

efits. In fact, the natural place where most part-
ners should, but rarely do, look for benefits is 
academic affairs. We know that the integration of 
our academic strands is what makes the coordi-
nate relationship work, not just in terms of our 
public commitment to one another but also 
because within the fiercely competitive environ-
ment for higher education, the coordinate rela-
tionship between the College of Saint Benedict 
and Saint John’s University has enhanced educa-
tional opportunities for the students of both col-
leges. Our partnership enables us to bring 
resources together to ensure the success of all 

students and the long-term viability and vitality 
of each institution.

We absolutely have, and will continue to 
maintain, our separate identities, but we also 
have a third identity, that of partnered institu-
tions, a CSB/SJU identity that is as important 
to our students as being a “Bennie” at Saint 
Benedict’s and a “Johnnie” at Saint John’s. Those 
three identities all provide distinct benefits to 
our students. And, most significantly, it is the 
student experience and outcomes that are most 
important on any campus.

A shared mission focused  
on student outcomes
How does our unique partnership support im-
proved student outcomes? Because we achieve 
efficiencies by operating together in critical areas, 
including our entire academic enterprise, we 
are able to deploy resources in an individual-
ized and custom manner in support of our stu-
dents more efficiently and effectively than either 
institution would alone. The partnership and 
the advantages it conveys to our students have 
allowed us to serve, and achieve excellent 
outcomes for, diverse groups of students. 

For example, our overall first- to second-year 
retention rate has averaged 89 percent for several 

We absolutely have, and will 
continue to maintain, our 
separate identities, but we 
also have a third identity, 
that of partnered institutions

College of Saint 
Benedict and Saint 
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are first-generation college students, and 
American students of color comprise 20 per-
cent of our student body. Nearly 80 percent of 
our students graduate in four years, and 99 
percent are employed either in graduate school 
or in full-time volunteer service within one 
year of graduation. 

Because of our partnership, we are able to 
achieve these extraordinary student outcomes 
with very limited financial resources. Among 
the top one hundred liberal arts institutions, 
the College of Saint Benedict has the second 
smallest endowment. Saint John’s University 
has the seventeenth smallest. Our success clearly 
has not been the product of robust financial 
circumstances. To the contrary, because of 
limited resources, we have been forced to find 
and utilize collaboration and coordination to 
improve outcomes. Hence, our partnership has 
reaped the economic benefits many colleges 
hope for, though it, of necessity, began with a 
commitment to student learning.

Concluding thoughts and cautions
So how does one go from two wholly separate 
institutions to coordinate and interdependent 
schools? It is first worth noting that this integra-
tion did take decades. The benefits of integration 
are typically not found overnight, if our experi-
ence is any guide. There are institutional histories 
to remember, campus cultures to adapt, and 
personalities with which to contend. While 
there are benefits to working more closely, there 
are also costs, and the critics will be quick to 
identify them. To be successful leaders on both 
campuses, the leadership must be deeply and 
publicly committed to the changes, be patient, 
and be openly willing to give up some control 
and accept some costs for their campuses.

Our arrangement of interdependence, a perma-
nent one, periodically benefits from adjustments 
in how each institution functions. Our adminis-
trators and two boards review our governance 
practices, structures, and operations on an ongoing 
basis, and over time effect changes in them, in 
order to ensure a dependable and efficient model 
to pursue the mission of each institution and 
effectively maintain our partnership.

We have often heard our higher education 
colleagues decry our relationship as too com-
plicated—the stakes are too high, the loss of 
independence is too great. Yet we would argue 
that for a partnership to truly have meaningful 

benefits to both institutions, and especially to 
the students we serve, both partners must accept 
real risk to their institutional independence and 
separate identities. 

It is this last point that we think is most 
relevant for institutions seeking to partner 
today. Partners have to trust each other enough 
to give up control of some crucial academic 
decisions. Today at CSB and SJU, we make all 
faculty hiring decisions jointly; we have a shared 
academic budget and multiple high-level joint 
administrators, including a common provost; 
and we tenure jointly. We are not independent 
institutions, in the common understanding of 
that phrase.

We encourage others thinking about partner-
ships to understand that to provide both eco-
nomic improvements and mission-oriented 
benefits, institutions must think about how to 
integrate portions of their most 
precious components, starting with 
academic programs. This may gener-
ate significant controversies among 
administrators, faculty, students, 
and alums as the relationship must 
be negotiated at multiple intersec-
tions. And, it demands ongoing care for a rela-
tionship that can be challenging to navigate. 

While in theory any partnership can be 
unwound, the reality of a true partnership is that 
it is very difficult to go back and there should be 
an enduring commitment to making the part-
nership work. Institutions that are prepared to 
move down this road must acknowledge that 
they may not be able to go home again. On 
the other hand, the changing environment for 
higher education already has made it eminently 
clear that home won’t be what it used to be for 
most institutions. Our experience suggests that 
it is possible for two institutions to maintain 
and nurture separate identities, while at the 
same time getting real benefits, academic and 
economic, from working closely together. It is 
not easy, but with the many challenges facing 
higher education, it may be an option more 
institutions will explore as they realize that 
buying in bulk, the Costco partnership model, 
is not the salvation of higher education. n

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

Institutions that are prepared 
to move down this road must 
acknowledge that they may 
not be able to go home again
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FRANK TUITT is senior advisor to the chancellor and provost for diversity and inclusion, and associate 
professor of higher education at the University of Denver.

The unfortunate reality is that 
despite our best intentions, 
we have not been successful
in our efforts to respond to the 
needs of an increasingly diverse 
campus environment

In 2005, ThE ASSOcIATIOn Of AMERIcAn cOllEGES And unIvERSITIES (AAC&U) released a series 
of articles that called for higher education institutions to move away from a fragmented focus on 
diversity and begin thinking about how to promote inclusive excellence (IE) in postsecondary 
institutions. Specifically, these authors challenged leaders to move from rhetoric to action by involving 
the entire campus community in the work of infusing diversity and excellence.1 As a relatively new 
faculty member (2004) whose scholarship aim was to support traditionally white institutions (TWIs)2 
in their efforts to create inclusive classroom and campus environments, I was eager to apply IE as a 
conceptual framework and advance it through publications, trainings, and presentations. 

Little did I know that a few years later (2011), shortly after being promoted to associate professor 
with tenure, I would be tapped to become the new associate provost for inclusive excellence at my 
institution. In accepting this opportunity, I was charged with continuing efforts to make excellence 
inclusive and move IE from an institutional value/goal to an institutional practice. Like many institu-
tions around the country that embraced IE as a conceptual model for advancing diversity, equity, 
and inclusion, we (IE advocates) were successful in our efforts to move beyond a sole focus on numbers 

and instead strive for a comprehensive application of diversity that is embedded 
throughout every aspect of the organization—or so we thought.

Fast-forwarding ten years to 2015–16, TWIs have witnessed a significant 
increase in campus activism regarding the conditions facing minoritized com-
munities in higher education. Specifically, minoritized students (and their allies) 
at some of the United States’ finest TWIs (including my own) have been 
speaking out in resistance to their daily encounters with microaggressions, 
macro-invalidations, and other not-so-subtle acts of racial discrimination. 
The range of student demands that has emerged across these institutions 
has served as a serious wake-up call for campus leaders. The unfortunate 
reality is that despite our best intentions, we have not been successful in 

our efforts to respond to the needs of an increasingly diverse campus environment. 
What these challenging times have revealed for me is that making excellence inclusive is only 

truly actualized when our students’ lived experiences in our institutions exemplify diversity, equity, 
and inclusion throughout daily interactions. Having had the opportunity to participate in campus 
meetings, statewide conversations, and national discussions regarding the current crisis, I now 
attribute our collective failure to meet the challenge of creating inclusive campus environments for 
minoritized students to our inability to undergo significant structural and organizational changes 
that result in meaningful institutional transformation. Specifically, I believe there are three IE 
traps, or missteps, that have determined the success or failure of IE organizational transformation 
efforts in higher education. 

Trap #1: Believing IE programs would transform institutional systems, structures,  
and overall campus culture
In these challenging times, a consistent student demand has focused on increasing the funding to 
support more IE initiatives, which is simultaneously predictable and ironic—predictable in the 
sense that adding programs to address student concerns is a typical response by TWIs, and ironic 
because the resources allocated to advancing IE have increased significantly. I believe that one of 

F R A N K  T U I T T
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tion is implementing IE initiatives that have 
little to no impact on the system and structures 
that drive university life. When focusing on our 
institutions’ readiness and capacity for organi-
zational change, adding a plethora of IE programs 
seemed like a logical strategy. However, this 
approach limited our potential to promote sus-
tained and systemic change, and it left intact 
inequality regimes that negatively affected life 
on campus for minoritized students. 

Although IE programs can and have responded 
to the individual needs of the minoritized stu-
dents who participate in them, rarely do they 

have an impact on campus sys-
tems and structures. Instead, 
they result in islands of innova-
tions that are isolated rather 
than pervasive. These programs, 
though important, are usually 
not linked to institutional struc-
tures and systems, which severely 
diminishes their ability to trans-

form campus culture. Such practices are the 
equivalent of putting Band-Aids on cuts, while 
leaving the sharp instrument that created the 
cuts in place. 

The recent protests on our campuses chal-
lenge us to embrace an approach to organiza-
tional transformation that is more aggressive 
and intentional—where campus leaders and 
change agents strive to transform our institu-
tions. Perhaps, instead of simply adding more 
IE programs, TWIs should commit to an inter-
ruption of business as usual and begin interro-
gating existing cultural systems and structures 
that affect the organizational climate. This 
interrogation will allow TWIs to better under-
stand how their systems and structures need to be 
modified to improve the campus conditions for 
minoritized students. When TWIs can better 
understand the impact of their institutional 
structures (policies and practices), they have the 
potential to create more equitable conditions 
and outcomes for minoritized students.  

Trap #2: Being seduced by the “happy talk” 
of inclusive excellence and forgetting to 
focus on racial justice
IE has provided TWIs throughout the country 
with an appealing way of framing our efforts to 
merge diversity and excellence. Correspondingly, 
today IE can be found in campus mission state-
ments, marketing materials, and position titles, 

as well as in the conference themes of major 
national organizations. IE has replaced its pre-
decessors, “diversity” and “multicultural,” as a 
seemingly palatable term for driving equity and 
inclusion efforts. One unintended consequence 
of the widespread adoption of IE on college 
campuses is that it allowed our institutions to 
move away from a focus on race and racism as 
a central component of diversity and inclusion 
efforts. This is doubly ironic since AAC&U, a 
major catalyst for advancing the concept of 
inclusive excellence, itself contended in its 
1995 signature report, The Drama of Diversity 
and Democracy: Higher Education and American 
Commitments, that “of all the sources of un-
equal power in the United States, race is the 
razor that most brutally cuts and divides.”3 
AAC&U re-released that same report, with 
updated information about racial disparities, 
in 2011. Unfortunately, the unwillingness to 
confront racial disparities directly has resulted 
in a post-racial approach and/or race-neutral 
alternative for framing campus initiatives de-
signed to create inclusive educational environ-
ments. Moreover, in the absence of a clearly 
defined race-conscious operational framework 
to guide organizational change, institutional 
stakeholders have filled the gap with color-
blind ideologies that associate equality with 
sameness, resulting in incremental change  
at best.  

Several of the students’ demands speak to a 
need for TWIs to do a better job in acknowledging 
the existence of race and racism through the 
curriculum, campus training, or institutional 
policies. The reality is, just like the #Black-
LivesMatter movement, the campus activism 
occupying our institutions today has been 
unapologetic about its focus on race and racism, 
and it challenges us to make a paradigm shift 
and commit to racial justice. Making excellence 
inclusive will not occur if institutions are inca-
pable of moving beyond light IE programming 
that promotes “happy talk” and good feelings 
about diversity. 

In my experience, many units on our campuses 
want to appear to be supportive of diversity, 
but only to the extent that it does not make 
them feel bad or guilty. This desire to engage 
in “happy talk” programming is not surprising, 
considering that change agents try to meet 
campus partners where they are developmentally. 
However, this approach to IE will only make a 
difference if it can move participants beyond a 

The recent protests on our 
campuses challenge us to 
embrace an approach to 
organizational transformation 
that is more aggressive 
and intentional
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toward an institutional analysis of privilege 
and oppression. Organizational transformation 
efforts that continue to be depoliticized in 
order to make them more desirable will limit 
the ability of TWIs to radically transform the 
status quo of everyday business. 

Trap #3: Believing the hype of the magical 
CDO and failing to develop accountability 
structures that engage all stakeholders in 
organizational transformation efforts
Evans and Chun have suggested that in TWIs, 
there are only a handful of key people who have 
the potential to advocate for change, create and 
assess innovative strategies, and facilitate orga-
nizational transformation efforts.4 A growing 
trend and common response to student protests 
in higher education is to appoint chief diversity 
officers, or CDOs, to assume the lead role of 
architects of diversity and inclusion. However, 
it did not take me long to realize that positioning 
CDOs as the sole architects of IE efforts at my 

institution would not produce progressive out-
comes. This common response of creating an 
office or persons with diversity in their titles 
often designates them as the only ones who are 
expected to do the work. This fallacy allows 
others in the organization to relieve themselves 
of any responsibility to address IE, even if that 
matter falls within their scope of responsibility. 

The tendency to see IE work as belonging 
only to the individuals who have IE and diver-
sity in their titles can be reinforced by staff 
members who fail to recognize that if true 
organizational transformation is to occur, they 
cannot be the only stewards of IE at their insti-
tutions. The reality is, when we isolate diversity 
work to a specific person or unit on campus, we 
reinforce the notion that unless diversity work 
is in an individual’s job description, it is someone 
else’s problem or, more commonly, someone 
else’s fault. This lack of collaborative leadership 
and infrastructure to guide and facilitate the 
organizational transformation process and 
direct campus IE initiatives at all levels of the 

 2016 AAUP  
ShAred GovernAnce conference And WorkShoPS

The American Association of University Professors will hold its shared governance conference and workshops 
in the fall and is now accepting proposals for presentations on topics relating to academic governance.

The conference will take place at the 
Loews Madison Hotel in Washington, DC, 
September 30–October 2, 2016. In addi-
tion to presentations, the conference will 
include a series of training workshops for 
current and future governance leaders.

For registration information and our call for proposals on topics relating to academic 
governance, due July 29, visit http://www.aaup.org/2016-governance-conference.

Workshop topics will include:

t   What is Shared Governance?

t   Shared Governance and Faculty Handbooks

t   Shared Governance and Collective Bargaining 

t   Making Senates Effective 

t   Shared Governance and Budgets 

t   Academic Freedom, Governance, and Title IX

t   Presidential Searches and Evaluation of Administrators 
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build momentum and sustain change efforts. 

Making the advancement of IE everybody’s 
business and getting all segments of the campus 
actively involved has to be a top priority. When 
individuals and groups at all levels of the insti-
tution see themselves as CDOs, work together 
to form accountability structures, and are able to 
navigate competing demands and expectations 
around organizational transformation efforts, TWIs 

are more likely to produce mean-
ingful progressive outcomes that 
have an impact on institutional 
culture, reduce institutional stress, 
and improve the overall quality 
of communication throughout 
the campus environment.

Overall, making excellence 
inclusive in these challenging 

times will require that we avoid the above IE 
traps. These traps remind us that the modern 
university cannot be radically changed by “simply” 
adding more racial diversity, creating safer campus 
spaces, addressing the cultural competency of our 
faculty and staff, and redesigning the curriculum 
to include a stronger focus on race, privilege, 
and oppression. Though these are good places 
to start, if we do not link these initiatives to 
the structures and systems that drive university 
life, they will not become embedded in the 
fabric of our institutions. Having been engaged 
in this work for many years, I have become more 
and more frustrated by our inability to respond 
in meaningful ways to the needs of minoritized 
students and, ultimately, to affect how they 
experience being members of our campus 

communities. However, I remain hopeful because 
of the energy and wisdom that current students 
are displaying, and I believe that together we 
can actualize our IE aspirations to create inclusive 
campus environments that respect and care for 
the souls of our students.   n

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

NOTES
1. See Jeffrey F. Milem, Mitchell J. Chang, and Anthony 
Lising Antonio Milem, Making Diversity Work on Campus: 
A Research-based Perspective (Washington, DC: Associa-
tion of American Colleges and Universities, 2005).
2. I advocate the use of “traditionally” as opposed to 
“predominantly” white institutions because “PWI 
[predominantly White institution] would not include 
those higher education institutions whose campus 
populations have been predominantly white but now 
have students of color in the numeric majority. I argue 
that even though institutions like MIT and Berkeley 
have more students of color than Whites on campus, 
the culture, tradition, and values found in those 
institutions remain traditionally White.” Tuitt, 
“Removing the Threat in the Air: Teacher Transpar-
ency and the Creation of Identity-Safe Graduate 
Classrooms,” Journal on Excellence in College Teaching 
19, nos. 2–3 (2008): 167–8.
3. Association of American Colleges and Universities, 
The Drama of Diversity and Democracy: Higher Education 
and American Commitments, 2nd ed. (Washington, DC: 
Association of American Colleges and Universities, 
2011), 24.
4. See Alvin Evans and Edna Breinig Chun, Are the 
Walls Really Down? Behavioral and Organizational 
Barriers to Faculty and Staff Diversity, ASHE Higher 
Education Report 33, no. 1 (2007).
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