
 Association 
of American 
Colleges and 
Universities 

The Annual Meeting

Liberal EducationVOL. 99, NO. 3       SUMMER 2013

Diversity as a “Wicked Problem”  page 8
Advancing Gender Equity  page 16
Governance and Institutional Transformation  page 24  

ALSO INSIDE:

Social Identity and Privilege  page 30
Teaching Critical Thinking Online?  page 38
Student Learning Across Faith Lines  page 44
College as an Intellectual Workout  page 58

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



 Association 
of American 
Colleges and 
Universities Liberal EducationVOL. 99, NO. 3       SUMMER 2013

Engaged diversity  
for worldly wisdom  
is the first liberal art, 
because engaged 
diversity is the  
wellspring of  
worldly wisdom
—Johnnella e. Butler

THE ANNUAL MEETING

COVER: 

The AAC&U Annual Meeting

n n n

F R O M  1 8 1 8  R  S T R E E T ,  N W

 2 President’s Message  
Defunding Disciplines Basic to Democracy
By Carol Geary Schneider and David Townsend
The humanities and arts are disciplines “basic to democracy” because, while all learning is important 
to civic inquiry and vitality, the humanities and arts play a distinctive role in developing knowledge 
and a temper of mind and heart that are indispensable to a free society.

 5 Diversity, Equity, and Inclusive Excellence: A Statement from the AAC&U Board of Directors

 6 From the Editor 

 7 News and Information 

n n n

F E A T U R E D  T O P I C

  8 Two Steps Forward, One Step Backward: Must This Be the Future of Diversity?
By Johnnella E. Butler
The notion that diversity is a wicked problem that spawns other wicked problems is familiar to  
anyone who has been actively involved in advancing diversity in higher education over the years 
and has attempted to solve the problems this noble cause has spawned.

 16 Gender Equity: Who Needs It?
By Caryn McTighe Musil 
What is our role—as faculty members, administrators, student affairs professionals, students, presi-
dents, and leaders of nonprofit organizations—in continuing to advance gender equity?

 24 Governance and Institutional Transformation: Some Lessons Yet to Be Learned 
By John T. Casteen III
This has been a jarring year for governance and, more generally, for the concept of personal responsi-
bility in US colleges and universities, with two starkly visible cases that trustees and others everywhere 
would like to understand.



n n n

P E R S P E C T I V E S

 30 Unpacking Teachers’ Invisible Knapsacks: Social Identity and Privilege in Higher Education 
By Pamela E. Barnett
Not all our social identities are obvious, but students and colleagues attribute various identities to 
us—including identities based on gender, race, class, nationality, ability, and sexual orientation. 
How they perceive us shapes their expectations of us, their interactions with us, and our experience 
of academic community.   

 38 Cultivating Critique: A (Humanoid) Response to the Online Teaching of Critical Thinking 
By Matt Waggoner
If we see the capacity for enlightened critical inquiry diminish in the years to come, it will not be 
because of computers, which, after all, do what we tell them to do. It will be because we lacked  
the courage to tell computers at what point they must let humanoids do humanoid things.  

 44 Cultivating Student Learning Across Faith Lines 
By Marion Larson and Sara Shady
At faith-based institutions, students are encouraged to see how what they believe connects 
with their academic learning and their social experiences, but students may not have 
many opportunities on campus to interact directly with persons who practice a religious 
or spiritual tradition different from their own. 

 52 The Value of Community Building: One Center’s Story of How the VALUE Rubrics 
Provided Common Ground 
By Sarah Jardeleza, April Cognato, Michael Gottfried, Ryan Kimbirauskas, Julie Libarkin, 
Rachel Olson, Gabriel Ording, Jennifer Owen, Pamela Rasmussen, Jon Stoltzfus, and 
Stephen Thomas
How can a large research university help students master the knowledge and skills that will enable 
them to become informed citizens who are able to contribute effectively to our democratic society,  
and what metrics can be used to define success?     

n n n

M Y  V I E W

 58 College Should Be an Intellectual Workout 
By Jonathan Malesic 
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there would Be no america if Thomas Jefferson cared more about beans and viticulture 
than the truth that all men are created equal, if John Adams cared more about the legality of 
contracts for debt than liberty, if Benjamin Franklin cared more about inventing and marketing 
new technologies than the pursuit of happiness. America arose on a foundation of ideas, 
dialogue, values, and aspirations that still stand today at the heart of a strong liberal—and 
liberating—education.

America is an idea, not just a land or an institution. America is not based, as many countries 
are, on territory, language, religious sectarianism, class, ethnic history, tribal dominance, blood, or 
culture. Our founders read carefully and thought deeply about ideas of freedom, equality, justice, 
and democracy. And so should all Americans, through studies in the humanities and arts.

Yet many Americans seem not to be thinking at all about the need for dedicated liberal 
education in order to preserve, 
protect, and advance America’s 
courageous experiment. Too 

many leaders—on all parts of the political spectrum—think technical training and job skills 
are the way to prosperity and security. They are dismissive of the potential power of engaging 
diverse ideas and thinking through deep immersion in the arts and humanities. Their theory 
seems to be that we can be successful in the pursuit of happiness, economic justice, and en-
trepreneurial prosperity without the necessity of thinking and imagining—that we no longer 
need to examine ideas and values, but only economic results and graduates’ financial “return 
on investment.”

And so we see everywhere the present relentless dismissal and marginalization of the humani-
ties and arts—fundamental fields of study that, by any thoughtful reckoning, provide indis-
pensable resources for enduring prosperity and strong, democratic republics.

These developments are crippling. As Thomas Jefferson warned, “If a nation expects to be 
ignorant and free, in a state of civilization, it expects what never was and never will be.” He 
knew—and we need to recognize—that studies in the arts and humanities, across both school and 
college, help secure the future of freedom by fostering capacities essential to self-governance.

Read The Federalist Papers and you will understand that politics is the resolution of legitimate 
conflicting interests, and that the goal of governing is to mitigate the violence of factions 
formed against the common good and the rights of individuals. Questions about these topics 
abound in our society (and every society). The leaking of the National Security Agency’s 
glut of information about Americans invites a deep discussion of liberty and security in a 
democratic republic that knows itself to be at risk from enemies. The fevered questions sur-
rounding the death of Trayvon Martin and the prosecution of George Zimmerman take us 
back to core questions of justice, liberty, and community. Yet when we lack the preparation 
to talk about serious problems and events as our founders could, the deliberations necessary 
to self-governance too readily devolve into rants and factions.

P r e s i d e n t ’ s  m e s s a g e

Defunding Disciplines Basic to Democracy
CA ROL  GEA RY  S CH NEIDER  A ND  DAV ID  TOW NSE ND

CAROL GEARY SCHNEIDER is president of the Association of American Colleges and Universities. 
DAVID TOWNSEND is senior advisor for seminars of the Aspen Institute, and director of Wye 
Seminars on Citizenship in the American and Global Polity. This article originally appeared in 
Inside Higher Ed on August 5, 2013.
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evidence that studies our founders saw as fundamental now are considered expendable. The US 
House of Representatives Committee on Appropriations recommends that federal funding for 
the National Endowment for the Humanities be reduced by 49 percent in fiscal year 2014. The 
committee recommends a comparable slashing for the National Endowment for the Arts. In its 
report to accompany the budget resolution for fiscal year 2014, the House Committee on the 
Budget states that federal subsidies for NEH and NEA (and other public programs) “can no lon-
ger be justified” because “the activities and content they fund are generally enjoyed by people of 
higher income levels, making them a wealth transfer from poorer to wealthier citizens.”

This conclusion that the arts and humanities are luxuries for those with disposable income 
misunderstands fundamentally the life of a democratic republic that derives its strength from 
ideas and values more powerful than factions based on differences in wealth and class. Democ-
racy requires the muscle of ideas and values that we learn to flex in grappling with core texts in 
the humanities and arts—our greatest ally in the pursuit of economic and social justice. A lib-
eral education rich in such studies empowers citizens to lead change and solve problems collab-
oratively and imaginatively with people whose perspectives, histories, and worldviews may be 
very different from their own. Democracy and a creative economy depend on these capabilities 
and falter when they are lacking.

The contemporary dismissal of the humanities and arts weakens America domestically and 
also undermines brave people globally seeking to build effective self-governing republics based 
on the consent of the people. Those serious about these goals understand that the ideas of de-
mocracy and liberty are stronger than militaries or disbursals of cash. Free societies will not be 
achieved by technocratic means without a foundation in ideas and values. The humanities and 
arts are disciplines “basic to democracy” because, while all learning is important to civic inquiry 
and vitality, the humanities and arts play a distinctive role in developing knowledge and a tem-
per of mind and heart that are indispensable to a free society.

Through the study of history we come to understand the roots, contexts, and complexities of 
issues we face as citizens. Studies in our democratic heritage confront us directly with funda-
mental questions about justice, freedom, obligation, equality, and democracy itself. Through 
philosophy and religion, we explore questions of meaning and value and come to understand 
the sources of our own and other peoples’ most profound commitments and concerns. Through 
literature, we develop empathy, imagination, and insight about the varieties of human experience 
and about shared hopes and frailties.

The combined study of history, literature, arts, and languages empowers us to engage cul-
tures and communities different from our own, while regional and comparative studies hone the 
dialogue of democracy and economic opportunity at home and abroad. The study of the cre-
ative, visual, and performing arts brings us into direct contact with powerful expressions of the 
human spirit and develops our capacities for creativity, communication, and self-expression.

Together, the humanities and arts take us beyond the known to the realms of the possible. 
The night Martin Luther King was assassinated, Robert Kennedy quoted Aeschylus to an angry 
crowd gathered in Indianapolis. He respected the mostly poor and black Americans who came 
to hear him with a text and ideas revealing the human condition in ways that the House com-
mittee does not understand. Although two hundred cities erupted into flames that night, India-
napolis did not. Arts and humanities inspire us to dream of things that never were, and ask: 
Why not? They cultivate, in sum, the kinds of imagination, creativity, and inventiveness that 
give life and hope to a vigorous, flourishing entrepreneurial economy and a vibrant democracy.
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ity. Far better to expand all students’ engagement with the humanities and arts than to deceive 
less advantaged students with overwrought and shortsighted promises that narrow vocational 
training is their best choice in a fast-changing economy and all they really need.

But it is not enough just to ensure equitable access to study the arts and humanities. We 
also need to think deeply about how students engage these disciplines and especially about 
pedagogies that will most effectively develop their strengths for economic foresight, political 
empowerment, and the security of our country.

In recent months, there have been intense media and academic controversies over con-
tested textbooks, both the Texas history text and Howard Zinn’s history of the American 
people. We believe that these debates help focus the question of whether any single text or 
textbook, whatever its merits, ought to serve as the dominant or exclusive lens through 
which students explore humanistic questions and topics. For democratic communities, no 
single story can ever be adequate. Our ability to say “we” legitimately comes only when we 
explore the many in the one, whether domestically or globally. E pluribus unum.

Students reap the full benefits of study in the arts and humanities only when they move 
beyond repeating a single voice or limiting their ideas to a single text or textbook. Students 

gain when they courageously engage with multiple 
voices and artifacts, classic and contemporary, 
Western and global. When the humanities and 
arts are studied in this way—exploring signifi-
cant questions, both contemporary and endur-
ing, through respectful engagement with differ-
ing insights, perspectives, and creative 
works—they build capacities that enable us to 

secure and enlarge the future of freedom and increase the wealth of America and the world.
Over several decades, our two organizations have enacted together the value of studying 

diverse primary texts and contested questions. Every summer, the Wye Seminars, cosponsored 
by the Aspen Institute and the Association of American Colleges and Universities, provide 
rich opportunities for faculty and other academic leaders to explore fundamental questions 
about liberty, justice, equity, prosperity, and effective citizenship through a collaborative 
study of often conflicting texts, classic and contemporary. Both organizations have made this 
commitment to support faculty and academic leaders’ dialogue about citizens’ responsibilities 
in the American and global polity because we believe that democracy requires deep, thoughtful, 
and respectful engagement with legitimate difference. Faculty who have experienced this 
kind of liberal learning reenact it with their students, to democracy’s benefit.

Our founders gave us a self-governing republic and challenged us to nurture and sustain it. 
It will be impossible to meet this responsibility if the humanities and arts continue to be 
marginalized in our society or if these essential forms of learning are taught reductively, 
through the lens of a single text, a single view, or a single faction. These methods diminish 
the power of ideas and dialogue.

To abandon this common, foundational wisdom is to weaken America and democratic 
republics across the globe. Leaders who undervalue ideas, arts, and humanities open the door to 
plutocrats, despots, factions, violence, and chaos—all the ancient enemies of prosperity, freedom, 
and democracy.   n

Far better to expand all students’ engagement 
with the humanities and arts than to deceive 
less advantaged students with overwrought and 
shortsighted promises that narrow vocational 
training is their best choice in a fast-changing 
economy and all they really need
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Diversity, Equity, and Inclusive Excellence  
A Statement of the Board of Directors of the Association of American Colleges and Universities 
(Adopted June 2013, in support of the association’s expanded mission)1 

A great democracy cannot be content to provide a horizon-expanding education for some and work skills,  
taught in isolation from the larger societal context, for everyone else…. It should not be liberal education  
for some and narrow or illiberal education for others.—AAC&U BoArd of direCtors, The QualiTy imperaTive2

The Association of American Colleges and Universities’ commitment to equity begins with the conviction 
that all students who have completed high school deserve the opportunity to attend college and to obtain an 
education that will prepare them well for work, life, and citizenship. The learning needed for full participation 
in the life of this diverse American democracy has long been what AAC&U means by a liberal education. 

As AAC&U’s board of directors affirmed in 1998, liberal education is “global and pluralistic. It embraces 
the diversity of ideas and experiences that characterize the social, natural, and intellectual world. To 
acknowledge such diversity in all its forms is both an intellectual commitment and a social responsibility.”3 
In embracing a diversity of ideas and experiences, liberal education likewise embraces a diversity of people, 
for the opportunity to learn with and from diverse peers is also a critical element of educational excellence. 
This commitment to diversity and equity in all their forms is what we mean by inclusive excellence. 

To make excellence inclusive, our society must break free of earlier views that an excellent liberal 
education should be reserved for the few. Instead we insist that liberal education should be an expectation 
for all college students. Increasing college access and degree completion for all is necessary but insufficient 
to foster the growth of an educated citizenry for our globally engaged democracy. We need to define 
student success not exclusively as degree attainment, but also as the achievement of the primary goals of 
liberal education: broad and in-depth knowledge, the capacity to integrate and apply learning to new 
situations, and the intellectual creativity and resilience to face challenges. 

We must be vigilant to ensure not only that all students have access to such an education, but also that 
they have an equitable opportunity to demonstrate what they have learned. A high-quality education must 
be documented by robust assessment. At the institutional level, we need to provide effective evidence-
based pedagogies and inclusive program designs. We must build on students’ talents and capacities—
focusing on the assets that all students bring to college rather than on perceived deficits. 

Making excellence inclusive means attending both to the demographic diversity of the student body 
and also to the need for nurturing climates and cultures so that all students have a chance to succeed. 
Commitment to student success in these terms requires broad-based, compassionate leadership and 
equity-minded practice4—not only within individual institutions, but also across states and systems and 
in policy circles that make decisions affecting the nation. Seeking inclusive excellence requires reversing 
the current stratification of higher education and ensuring that all students develop capacities to prosper 
economically, contribute civically, and flourish personally. 

Making excellence inclusive is a fundamentally democratic ideal. It expresses our confidence in the 
liberating power of education. Without inclusion, there is no true excellence. 

NOTES
1. The mission of AAC&U, adopted by the board of directors in 2012, is to make liberal education and inclusive 

excellence the foundation for institutional purpose and educational practice in higher education.
2. AAC&U Board of Directors, The Quality Imperative: Match Ambitious Goals for College Attainment with an Ambitious 

Vision for Learning (Washington, DC: AAC&U, 2010), 3–6.
3. AAC&U Board of Directors, “Statement on Liberal Learning” (Washington, DC: AAC&U, 1998), http://www.aacu.

org/about/statements/liberal_learning.cfm.
4. Estela Mara Bensimon, “The Underestimated Significance of Practitioner Knowledge in the Scholarship on Student 

Success,” Review of Higher Education 30, no. 4 (2007): 441–69. “Equity-mindedness” means that educational leaders, faculty, 
and staff demonstrate awareness of and proactive willingness to address their institution’s equity and inequity issues.
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Innovations, Efficiencies, and Disruptions—To What Ends?,” was held in Atlanta, Georgia, from 
January 23 to 26. At first glance, it may seem that the talks published here in the Featured Topic 
section address the quality of the degree only indirectly, at best. But especially when considered in 
light of the AAC&U board of directors’ recent statement on inclusive excellence, issued in August and 
also published here, it is clear that equity and diversity are, in fact, at the very heart of educational 
quality in our time.

This issue’s lead article was adapted from Johnnella Butler’s address to the Networking Luncheon 
for Faculty and Administrators of Color, which was, by all accounts, a highlight of this year’s annual 
meeting. Taking stock of the progress that’s been made with regard to the hydra-headed problem 
of diversity in higher education, Johnnella offers sage advice to a new generation of faculty and 
administrators as they engage with this “wicked problem.” In the second article, adapted from her 
address to the Women’s Networking Breakfast, Caryn McTighe Musil reflects on the publication of 
the final issue of On Campus with Women, on her past leadership of AAC&U’s Program on the Status 

and Education of Women, and on 
her new role as senior scholar and 
director of civic learning and democ-

racy initiatives at AAC&U. Then, after surveying ongoing and horizon issues for women and girls, 
Caryn draws on her extensive experience to offer specific suggestions for continuing to promote 
gender equity in higher education. 

In an important sense, the quality of the degree depends on the quality of the institution, which, 
in turn, depends on the quality of institutional governance. The recent crises at Penn State and the 
University of Virginia have shone a spotlight on the fiduciary responsibilities of governing boards, 
in particular. In this context, John Casteen, the former president of the University of Virginia who 
oversaw a major restructuring of the university’s administrative and governance structures, addressed 
the opening plenary session of the annual meeting. An adaptation of his remarks on responsible 
governance and the appropriate role of trustees in institutional transformation is featured here.  

As wonderful as they are, these three articles barely scratch the surface of the rich and varied program 
of this year’s meeting. But taken together, they do indicate the range—and, yes, the quality—of the 
conversation had by the AAC&U community that came together in Atlanta.—DAVID TRITELLI
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AAC&U Outlines Renewed 
Support for the Liberal Arts 
and Sciences 
In a memo sent to members in August, 
AAC&U President Carol Geary 
Schneider provides an overview of 
the association’s current and future 
work in behalf of the liberal arts and 
sciences. Building on the Liberal 
Education and America’s Promise 
(LEAP) initiative, whose aim is to 
make the purposes and practices that 
characterize a twenty-first-century 
liberal education a guiding compass 
for all students and all major fields, 
Schneider explains why the liberal 
arts and sciences are an indispensable 
component of any high-quality 
undergraduate degree program. 
Moreover, she describes AAC&U’s 
plans to make the case for the liberal 
arts and sciences and to support the 
efforts of member institutions seeking 
to ensure that all students achieve 
the important learning outcomes 
associated with study in the arts and 
sciences. The full text of President 
Schneider’s memo is available online 
at www.aacu.org/about/cgs_perspectives/ 
liberalartsandsciences.cfm.

AAC&U Holds LEAP States 
Summit on Student Success
At the end of June, teams from 
seventeen states or state systems and 
two multistate consortia (public 
and private, two-year and four-year 
institutions) convened in Broomfield, 
Colorado, for a summit sponsored by 
AAC&U’s LEAP States initiative. 
Designed to promote large-scale 

collaboration for liberal education 
and student success, the summit 
focused on such topics as communi-
cation, curricular reform, and 
educational policy. Participants 
explored issues related to student 
transfer, general education at the 
system level, leadership develop-
ment, and the development of 
frameworks for assessment and 
educational quality. For more 
information about the LEAP States 
initiative, see www.aacu.org/leap/
states.cfm. 

AAC&U Board Issues  
Statement on Inclusive 
Excellence 
In August, AAC&U’s board of 
directors issued an official statement 
on diversity, equity, and inclusive 
excellence. Intended to explain 
AAC&U’s vision for inclusive 
excellence in light of the association’s 
recently expanded mission “to make 
liberal education and inclusive 
excellence the foundation for institu-
tional purpose and educational 
practice in higher education,” this 
new statement serves as a companion 
to the board’s 1998 statement on 
liberal education. The new board 
statement on inclusive excellence is 
published in this issue of Liberal 
Education; both statements are 
available online at www.aacu.org/
about/statements.

*Specialized schools, 
state systems and agencies, 
international affiliates, and 
organizational affiliateswww.aacu.org
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Diversity is a 
wicked problem 
that spawns other 
wicked problems

JOHNNELLA E. BUTLER is provost and vice president for academic affairs at Spelman College. 
This article was adapted from the author’s address to the networking luncheon for faculty and adminis-
trators of color at the 2013 annual meeting of the Association of American Colleges and Universities.

JO H N N E L L A  E .  B U T L E R

Two Steps Forward, 
One Step Backward
Must This Be the Future of Diversity?

my title, “Two Steps Forward, One Step Backward,” expresses the “wicked problem” of 
diversity writ large as a concrete goal in higher education. At the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) Network for Academic Renewal conference in 
November, as I listened to the exceptionally inspiring and on-target keynote address given 
by Dean Herb Childress of the Boston Architectural College, I was reminded of the concept 
of the “wicked problem,” a term coined in the late 1960s by social planners. As Dean Childress 
discussed the kinds of learning students need in order to address “wicked problems,” I thought, 

“That’s it! That’s why we have research today that repeats find-
ings from twenty to thirty years ago on the experience of faculty 

of color in higher education! It’s not only that diversity presents protracted problems that 
will not be solved in our lifetimes or, as I frequently have said, that diversity work requires 
an ‘eager patience’; rather, diversity is a wicked problem!”

Consulting Wikipedia, as so many of our students do, we find from the entry for “wicked 
problem” that “wicked” does not connote “evil” in this instance, but refers to problems that 
resist resolution. “Moreover, because of complex interdependencies, the effort to solve one 
aspect of a wicked problem may reveal or create other problems.” Defining a wicked problem 
is itself a wicked problem. “Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of 
another problem…. The problem is not understood until after the formulation of a solution.” 
Yet, “wicked problems have no given alternative solutions.” As I listened to Dean Childress, 
I thought, “How depressing! A wicked problem is worse than a vexed problem!”

The wicked problem of diversity
It could be said that we in the United States are still solving wicked problems spawned by 
the solving of the problem of being ruled by England without also outlawing slavery. That 
solution led to the wicked problem of maintaining the Union and to the Civil War, which 
led in turn to the problems of Jim Crow, the denial of women’s rights, jingoism, racism, 
ethnocentrism, classism, ageism, and heterosexism—each of which has spawned other 
wicked problems. Today, we have an African American president in his second term of office. 
However, it could be argued that the push for state’s rights and the recent surreptitious 
gerrymandering by the legislature of my home state of Virginia are wicked problems spawned 
by the solving of the wicked problem of never having elected an African American—or a 
white woman, a woman of color, a gay man or lesbian, or another man of color—as president 
of the United States. The notion that diversity is a wicked problem that spawns other 
wicked problems is familiar to anyone who has been actively involved in advancing diversity 
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in higher education over the years and has 
attempted to solve the problems this noble cause 
has spawned. 

Faculty diversity, a wicked problem spawned 
by efforts to address the problem of minority 
access to higher education, has in its turn 
spawned several wicked problems for faculty of 
color. In her 2012 dissertation, Tamara Stevenson 
explored the “extent to which full-time male 
and female African-American faculty at public 
community colleges experience Racial Battle 
Fatigue because of racial microaggressions.” 
Stevenson defines “microaggression” as “the 
exchange and response to race-related mental, 
emotional, and physical tensions.” Microaggres-
sion, she explains, acts in concert with the “racial-
ized stressors associated with their faculty role.” 
Stevenson notes that “African Americans remain 
disproportionately underrepresented in the faculty 
ranks at institutions of higher education in the 
United States” and observes that “the extant 
literature documents how ‘chilly’ campus climates 
and racially charged encounters can be harmful 
to African-American faculty. Moreover, along 
with the traditional responsibilities and demands 
of the faculty role, African-American faculty 
members contend with racism, discrimination, 
and an anti-Black sentiment in academia as a 
microcosm of society, likely resulting in race-
related role strain” (Stevenson 2012, ii).

Stevenson’s study of full-time African 
American faculty, male and female, at two-year 
institutions is complemented by the personal 
narratives and qualitative studies presented in 

Presumed Incompetent: The Intersections of Race 
and Class for Women in Academia (Gutiérrez y 
Muhs, et al. 2012), which detail the microag-
gressive, oblique, and directly racist, ethnocentric, 
discipline-based forms of prejudice and dis-
crimination experienced by women of color in 
the academy. Fourteen years ago, similar forms 
of aggression were detailed in Power, Race, and 
Gender in Academe: Strangers in the Tower? (Lim, 
Herrera-Sobek, and Padilla 2000), a collection 
of essays that argued variously for, as Sandra 
Gunning put it in her contribution, “program-
matic attention to the recontextualization of 
department life that we all have to face in the 
wake of [hiring for diversity]” (172). In that 
same volume, I observed that 

the environment of careerism and racist 
backlash and the specter of militias portend 
the academic shutdown of teaching and 
learning that explain our world and allow 
students time to think about how to live 
well with one another. We have no blue-
prints, no memoirs, no institutional stories 
to guide us now, for we all are in situations 
that we, as a nation, as a people, have never 
experienced. We have crossed borders, and 
we don’t know how to work with one another, 
how to speak with or listen to, really hear, 
one another honestly—and the color line 
persists (in the borderlands). Stereotypes, 
ostensibly denied and cast away have been 
reformulated to maintain the status quo. In 
addition to the lazy, laughing, and dangerous 
darky or the model minority Asian, we have 
a contrived master stereotype of the white 
liberal, a stereotype that many people of 
color are accused of employing when they 
attempt a critical assessment of the race 
problem that remains. (Butler 2000, 28) 

But now, Presumed Incompetent provides the 
memoirs and the data that had been lacking. In 
the final chapter, Yolanda Flores Niemann extracts 
lessons from the narratives and offers recommen-
dations for women of color and their allies and 
for administrators. These recommendations are 
organized according to several categories: general 
campus climate; faculty-student relations; social 
class, tokenism, and the search process; tenure 
and promotion; and network of allies and men-
tors. The recommendations are concrete and 
clearly explained. Together, these two books—
Presumed Incompetent and Power, Race, and 
Gender in Academe—along with Daryl Smith’s 
Diversity’s Promise for Higher Education (2009) 

Johnnella E. Butler, 
Annual Meeting 
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tools needed to significantly 
weaken and, in some cases, 
dismantle the power of truly 
wicked problems at the depart-
mental and institutional levels.

Every faculty member and 
administrator of color can attest 
to the expected, and sometimes 
exhilarating, components of her 
or his own academic journey: the first publica-
tion; tenure and promotion; the joy of guiding 
students as they learn, achieve, and grow; the 
pride and hope in graduate students; the oppor-
tunities to lead; the grants, the awards, the 
recognitions of the hard work of teaching, 
research, and service. And then there are the 
unheralded achievements, such as the pride 
taken in often vilified and certainly unrecog-
nized advocacy and work for a program that 
created the space for the first African Ameri-
can student to become the student government 
president at a mostly white, elite institution. 
Then, too, there are the courses you cannot 
find the time to teach, the articles and books 
you do not have time to write, the committee 

you appointed that disap-
pointed you, the class that 
just did not click.

These achievements, aspi-
rations, struggles, and short-
comings are all part of the 
experience of being a professor 
or administrator. What should 
not be part of the experience, 
however, is the stress that 

results from or is exacerbated by the presump-
tion of incompetence, the sense of not belong-
ing, or the stereotypical exceptionalism and 
all that follows from it for a person of color as 
she or he engages with everyday departmental 
and institutional concerns and the politics of 
higher education. 

In 2010 and 2011, the Higher Education 
Research Institute (HERI) of the University of 
California–Los Angeles conducted the eighth 
in its series of triennial surveys of undergradu-
ate teaching faculty. The resulting report pro-
vides valuable data on the top sources of stress 
for faculty members. The survey found, for 
example, that budget cuts are among the top 
sources of stress for all faculty members at public 

Annual Meeting 

Faculty diversity, 
a wicked problem 

spawned by efforts to 
address the problem 
of minority access 

to higher education, 
has in its turn spawned 
several wicked problems 

for faculty of color



12   LiberaL education  Summer 2013

F
E

A
T

U
R

E
D

 
T

O
P

I
C universities and four-year 

colleges. But the results also 
reveal significant differences 
in the levels of stress experi-
enced by men and women. 
Women reported more stress 
than men on twenty-two of the twenty-five 
survey items. More women (66.3 percent) than 
men (56.8 percent) identified students as a 
source of stress, for example, and more women 
(65.3 percent) than men (52.8 percent) identi-
fied the review and promotion process as a 
source of stress. More women (58.4 percent) 
than men (43.8 percent) also identified change 
in work responsibilities as a source of stress 
(Hurtado et al. 2012, 4). 

For female faculty of color, these already 
higher levels of stress are further compounded 
by the higher levels of stress experienced by 
faculty of color as compared to their white 
peers. Among those surveyed, 72.5 percent of 
black teachers and 69.2 percent of Latino/a 
teachers reported stress associated with per-
sonal finances, compared to 64.7 percent of 
white faculty. This mirrors the national norm 
for low-income populations. Subtle discrimina-
tion (e.g., prejudice, racism, sexism) was iden-
tified as a source of stress by 63.6 percent of 
black faculty, which was more than twenty 
percentage points higher than for any other 
racial or ethnic group. “The next most prominent 
group to report subtle discrimination as a source 
of stress is Latina/o faculty (42.6 percent) followed 
by more than one-third of American Indian, 
Asian, and multiracial/multiethnic faculty” 
(Hurtado et al. 2012, 5–6).  

What does all this mean for faculty and 
administrators of color and for efforts to 
advance diversity within higher education? It 
would be redundant for me to list recommen-
dations for institutions and individuals. Daryl 
Smith has already provided such a list, and the 
contributors to Presumed Incompetent have 
provided rich contextualization for it. And, of 
course, both build on work done over many 
years and on decades of shared experience. 
However, I do have one overarching recom-
mendation and one philosophical suggestion.

Networking
Most of the data over the years have shown that 
the effects of the harsh realities of negative de-
partmental and institutional experiences lessen 
when there exists a critical mass of faculty of 

color within an institution—and 
the personal experiences of many 
support these data. As faculty and 
administrators of color, whatever 
our rank or position, we can find 
ways to assist the process of net-

working, whether by meeting for coffee, plan-
ning dinners together, or establishing a formal 
organization. Diversity officers need to be partic-
ularly attuned not only to the student experi-
ence of diversity, which spawns its own wicked 
problems, but also to the faculty experience.  
I would not have become the first black woman 
to be tenured at Smith College were it not for 
the support and mentoring I received from a few 
white male faculty members who knew the 
institutional minefields awaiting me and, just 
as important, the critical mass of black faculty 
at Bowdoin College, Brown University, the 
University of Rhode Island, Salem State College, 
and Wellesley College that was brought together 
by John Walter, who was then at Bowdoin 
(and who had the good sense to marry me). 
Together, we made sense of what was happen-
ing to us as first-generation black scholars on 
predominately white campuses. We identified 
the few senior black scholars in our fields who 
could comment on our work, and we neutralized 
the often confused but negatively effective 
black faculty who had become institutional 
icons and “sat by the door,” so to speak.

Networking can occur across racialized ethnic 
groups, but in many settings the institutional 
history makes this difficult. Diversity officers 
can help here by knowing the institutional 
history of each racialized ethnic group, identi-
fying their allies, and taking into consideration 
the complexities within each group—complexities 
related to factors such as class, regional differ-
ence, and gender identity. In Disintegration: The 
Splintering of Black America, Eugene Robinson 
(2010) describes the fragmentation of African 
Americans into four more or less distinct groups: 
a small transcendent elite (the Colin Powells, 
Condelezza Rices, and Oprahs of the world), 
the mainstream middle-class majority, the 
newly emergent (recent black immigrants and 
those of mixed-race heritage), and the abandoned 
(those trapped by poverty and dysfunction). I 
disagree with Robinson in that I don’t believe 
this fragmentation is new or that it is particular 
to African Americans or that it means African 
Americans have had less in common since 
desegregation. His is basically an economic 
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analysis. Asian Americans have long espoused 
the differences among those placed under that 
umbrella—class and cultural differences arising 
from different national origins. 

However, I do think that recognition of such 
fragmentation within racialized groups speaks to 
the mirroring of class divisions and the difficul-
ties of assimilation and racism in America at 
large. It also implies the replication of such 
fragmentation in higher education, along with 
thick overlays of discipline-centrism and racial, 
gender, and cultural divides within disciplines and 
fields. These divides can affect what is accepted 
as scholarship and what is not, and they are 
strongly felt by minority and female scholars 
whose work counters mainstream scholarship or 
when white faculty and administrators fail to 
distinguish between, say, being Mexican American 
and being a Chicano/a studies scholar.

Taken together, networking, engaging allies, 
and taking the initiative to address—as a group, 
when appropriate, and as individuals, when 
necessary—instances of prejudice or racism in 
scholarship, committee work, and the every-
day institutional encounters all comprise the 
unasked-for job that solving the wicked problem 

of faculty diversity demands of faculty and 
administrators of color. Untenured faculty can 
provide support for one another and can con-
nect with tenured faculty and administrators 
in order to learn the terrain or simply to get 
periodic boosts in confidence.

Engaged diversity, the first liberal art
When I began teaching in 1970, armed only 
with a master’s degree, I was among the first 
people of color to teach in predominantly white 
institutions. Over the years, I insisted on leading 
from within as much as possible—promoting 
institutional change through grant-funded 
projects, facilitating workshops, and creating 
positions for myself and others in order to bring 
about change. I continued in that environment, 
and within that reality, until I chose to move to 
Spelman College. Inspired by my own experiences 
and those of my colleagues, and consistent with 
the recommendation, made by Daryl Smith 
and others, that we treat diversity in higher 
education as we treat technology—that is, as 
something that must be all pervasive, something 
that is a top priority—I suggest that diversity is 
best understood as the first liberal art. 
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strom’s book Investing, the Last Liberal Art and 
his discussion there of Charles Munger’s con-
cept of “stock picking as a subdivision of the 
art of worldly wisdom” (2013, 2). Rooted in 
Benjamin Franklin’s concept of liberal educa-
tion, this notion of “worldly wisdom” mirrors 
the AAC&U definition of liberal learning as a 
form of education that “empowers individuals 
with broad knowledge and transferable skills, 
and a strong sense of values, ethics, and civic 
engagement.” As for the need to engage diver-
sity, the notion of “worldly wisdom” is also 
entirely compatible with the AAC&U claim 
that “by its nature … liberal learning is global 
and pluralistic. It embraces the diversity of 
ideas and experiences that characterize the 
social, natural, and intellectual world. To 
acknowledge such diversity in all its forms is 
both an intellectual commitment and a social 
responsibility, for nothing less will equip us to 
understand our world and to pursue fruitful lives” 
(AAC&U 1998).

According to Munger, worldly wisdom is 
constantly evolving, but is gained by connecting 
the latticework of models of knowledge within 
the context of the history of human affairs 
(broadly speaking economics, literature, history, 
physics, mathematics, the arts, and humanities) 
and then arraying one’s own experience on 
that latticework. This is not unlike the learning 
process we try to create for our students, as we 
encourage them to make connections among 

the different aspects of what they’re learning—
in the disciplines, through interdisciplinary 
forms of engagement, from experiential learning 
activities, and as a result of other features of a 
contemporary undergraduate liberal education. 

Arguing against the exclusion of breadth in 
college education, and asserting that under-
standing context is an art, Hagstrom expands 
Munger’s model of “worldly wisdom” and speaks 
of diversity in terms of bringing different experi-
ences and a range of intellects to the table. 
The broad view informs in-depth decision 
making. Therefore, Hagstrom makes the case 
that investing is “the last liberal art” because it 
requires of the investor an understanding of 
context and the ability to connect knowledge; 
that is, it requires “worldly wisdom.” 

I, on the other hand, propose that engaged 
diversity for worldly wisdom is the first liberal art, 
because engaged diversity is the wellspring of 
worldly wisdom. Such diversity has as its goal 
the understanding of context in order to solve 
problems, seize opportunities, and bring together 
knowledge and experience in the creation of 
new knowledge. Therefore, it is through a 
deliberate and engaged diversity that we under-
stand context—globally, pluralistically, and 
intellectually. I define “engaged diversity” in 
the context of liberal education as the process 
of studying, analyzing, and exploring through 
scholarship and active engagement the varied 
experiences, practices, and cultures of people 
over time in order to extract the best lessons 
and traditions for the purposes of promoting 
and fostering a humane, civilized society. 
Engaged diversity is both compositional and 
intellectual, and it builds on the synergy among 
individuals and communities. It connotes 
embracing the creative tensions inherent in the 
complexity of human life, experience, and cul-
ture. Engaged diversity incorporates sameness, 
difference, contradiction, similarity, conflict, and 
agreement, as well as assimilation and pluralism.

I have suggested that diversity is a wicked 
problem that spawns other wicked problems. 
Engaged diversity is its own wicked problem, 
spawned by advancing diversity. And it, too, 
begets many other wicked problems, such as 
how to support economically the changing 
financial model that compositional diversity 
demands; how to meet the diverse pedagogical 
needs that result from diverse student demo-
graphics; how to structure and compensate 
interdisciplinary teaching and scholarship; 
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and scholarly, intellectual diversity in an essen-
tially white, Western-oriented, homogeneous 
intellectual environment that merely dabbles in 
engaged diversity but makes no substantive 
change.

Most important, engaged diversity presents 
the wicked problem of ensuring that all students 
in higher education—whether they enroll at 
liberal arts colleges, for-profit institutions, public 
research universities, or community colleges—
have access to a liberal arts curriculum of 
engaged diversity. And to break this particular 
wicked problem down: How can we achieve 
and maintain compositional diversity across 
higher education, while also ensuring that all 
students are provided with an education that 
connects knowledge with the diversity of 
human experience?

Conclusion
I urge faculty and administrators of color, in 
particular, to come together around the qualita-
tive and quantitative data that tell us that, un-
fortunately, the experiences of forty years ago 
still hold true for us today. I urge us to assess our 
positionalities on our own campuses and to 
decide, in concert with others, which pieces of 
the problem—and the possibility—each of us 
can tackle in order to advance engaged diversity 
as compositional, intellectual, philosophical, 
social, cultural—and as an imperative.

To paraphrase a key question asked by the 
African American author John A. Williams in 
his contribution to Power, Race, and Gender in 
Academe: Strangers in the Tower?, why should a 
college or university hire a minority teacher, 
send her or him before a class to educate all 
our students, and otherwise treat him or her 
with contempt? We have moved from being 
“strangers in the tower” to being “presumed 
incompetent.” Two steps forward, one step 
backward? My generation has to continue 
moving forward as long as we can, in true baby 
boomer fashion. However, the torch has been 
passed to the generations that follow us. We all 
must continue to work together so that diversity—
that is, engaged diversity—will no longer be a 
wicked problem, but a wicked possibility.   n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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after forty-one years in Print, On Campus 
with Women, the periodical publication of the 
Association of American Colleges and Universi-
ties’ Program on the Status and Education of 
Women (PSEW), has come to the end of its 
run. Over the summer, I have been preparing 

copies of all the 
issues published 

during my tenure as director of the PSEW 
(1991–2012) for shipment to the Arthur and 
Elizabeth Schlesinger Library on the History of 
Women in America at Harvard University, 
where they will be archived alongside the is-
sues from 1971 to 1990, which were sent by my 
predecessor, Bunny Sandler. In addition to On 
Campus with Women, I have also been gathering 
materials from the many projects conducted 
under the aegis of the PSEW while I was direct-
ing it. This accumulation of twenty-one years 
of work will probably fit into a box no bigger 
than the one into which I put my Christmas 
ornaments before I stash them each year under 
the eaves in my attic.

Does this mean gender equity is at the end 
of its run? Have we completed our work? Who 
really needs gender equity anymore, anyway?

While the PSEW archives to which my box 
will be added represent more than four decades 
of work on gender equity, I want to argue—
using a refrain from President Obama’s second 

inaugural address—that “our journey is not 
complete.” We are still in the midst of a long 
historical and global struggle to ensure that 
women and girls across colors and nations have 
full equality, agency, and opportunity. As the 
president rightly said, it may be self-evident 
that all people are created equal, but that 
equality must be secured by people working 
together to make it a reality. To make it so, he 
reminded us, “We must act.” 

Three cautionary notes
What is our role—as faculty members, adminis-
trators, student affairs professionals, students, 
presidents, and leaders of nonprofit organiza-
tions—in continuing to advance gender equity? 
To my own reflections on this challenge, I bring 
the perspective I have gained over a lifetime of 
commitment—as a graduate student who wrote 
a women’s studies dissertation before the field 
had fully come into its own; as a young professor 
at an institution that had first admitted women 
the year before I was hired; as a feminist scholar 
who taught her first women’s studies course in 
1973; as the working mother who struggled 
without a guidebook to perform both roles with 
integrity and love; and as executive director of 
the National Women’s Studies Association who 
came to the Association of American Colleges 
in 1991 to pick up Bunny Sandler’s mantle. 
Here, then, are three cautionary notes from a 
seasoned feminist.

1. Skeptics and opponents—or people who 
are merely uninformed—are quick to proclaim 
prematurely the end of political movements for 
social change and social justice. Feminism has 
been declared passé, dead, and of no interest to 
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of civic learning and democracy initiatives at the 
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This article was adapted from the author’s address to 
the women’s networking breakfast at the association’s 
2013 annual meeting.
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younger generations perhaps once every seven 
years of my professional life. Newspaper head-
lines, magazine articles, and other media peri-
odically proclaim that the feminist movement 
has run its course, that we live in a postfemi-
nist age, that young people don’t identify with 
the women’s movement. But as Gloria Steinem 
(2012) recently observed, more young women 
agree with feminist values and aspirations 
today than during the first wave of women’s 
liberation. Certainly recent voting patterns 
continue to reflect a significant gender gap on 
issues and on candidates. In a recent poll, just 
under 50 percent of independents identified 
themselves as feminists (Baker 2012, 31–2).

2. Half measures toward equity are just that: 
half measures; they do not ensure full equality. 
Many of us take heart that, following the 
November 2012 elections, we can now count 
nine states that have passed some form of mar-
riage equality laws and that if one serves in the 
military and is gay, he or she can now openly 
say so without being “dishonorably” discharged. 
But until the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) 
was declared unconstitutional in a Supreme 
Court ruling on June 26, 2013, people in those 
state-recognized same-sex marriages were 
unable to secure hundreds of federal benefits—
including tax, estate, and pension benefits—
available to other married couples. Even the 
defeat of the democracy-limiting DOMA could 
not prevent a heart-wrenching story like the 

one in the New York Times about a military 
veteran who, after returning from her year’s 
tour of duty in Afghanistan, was experiencing 
strains in her marriage as a consequence of her 
deployment. When she showed up for a military 
retreat intended to help soldiers and their spouses 
cope with such strains—having cleared ahead 
of time her intention to participate—the chaplain 
greeted her with the news that she and her part-
ner would not be permitted to participate because 
their presence made others feel uncomfortable 
(Swarns 2013). She could fight in a foxhole in 
war next to a comrade, but she could not sit in 
a circle back home. And this news came to her 
from a chaplain who is paid with our tax dollars 
and whose charge is to help veterans. 

If we look at women’s progress in higher 
education, we can see that we are a quarter of 
the way there, or perhaps halfway there, or 
maybe in some instances three-quarters of the 
way there. The percentage of women presidents 
has jumped from 3 percent when the PSEW 
was founded to 26 percent today, but it still has 
not reached 50 percent. The percentage of 
women faculty has increased significantly, but it, 
too, has not reached 50 percent. Nor are women 
advancing through the ranks at the same rate 
as their male peers. With the help of Title IX 
and many lawsuits, women athletes are playing 
all kinds of sports at the highest levels, though 
often without the full privileges accorded to 
male athletes. And every year, opponents of 
Title IX seek to undermine the legislation.  

3. Be vigilant, continue to organize, always 
keep counting, and never assume that because 
you have won a victory that it will last. Ida B. 
Wells, the courageous journalist, civil rights 
leader, champion of the anti-lynching movement, 
and stirring organizer in the Negro Women’s 
Club movement, said that “eternal vigilance is 
the price of liberty.” She knew full well that the 
Emancipation Proclamation and the Thirteenth 
Amendment abolishing slavery did not lead 
anywhere close to full racial equality. The brief 
history of Reconstruction soon gave way, through 
state-sponsored violence and Jim Crow laws, to 
the recreation of white supremacy in the South 
that lasted another hundred years after Appo-
mattox. The North and West and Midwest 
were complicit in this arrangement throughout 
that period. Be vigilant. Organize.

Similarly, Roe vs. Wade seemed on the face 
of it to protect permanently a woman’s right 
to decide whether to bear a child or not. The 
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tion seemed to be confirmed on 
January 22, 2013, by a Gallup 
poll that found that signifi-
cantly more Americans (53 
percent) want the landmark decision kept in 
place than want it to be overturned (29 percent) 
(Saad 2013). But today, access to abortion and 
reproductive counseling has been severely 
limited—and, in some states, all but cut off. In 
the early part of 2012, some 944 provisions 
related to reproductive rights were put forth in 
state legislatures. Not all of these passed, but 
one that aroused the wrath of many—a require-
ment that a woman undergo a vaginal probe 
before she can opt for an abortion—was nonethe-
less reaffirmed in Virginia. Be vigilant. Organize.

One of the most depressing setbacks I have 
lived long enough to have the displeasure of 
witnessing is the recreation of the powerful and 
limiting scripts for girls and boys that reveal 
themselves through the omnipresence of pink 
and princesses for girls and superheroes for 
boys. Toys today, as they were in the 1960s and 
early 1970s, are utterly color coded right down 
to the stands for T-ball. I had thought that my 
generation had tamped this down when our 
children were born in the 1970s. For a while, it 
had seemed that we had ushered in a period of 
gender-neutral or gender-inclusive toys—an 
accomplishment so vividly captured by Marlo 
Thomas’s famous “Free to Be You and Me” book 
and record. But gender neutrality evaporated 
quickly. Kids today are encouraged to segregate 
and limit themselves at an early age. 

Issues on the horizon
What are the big issues on the horizon for women 
and girls in the twenty-first century? In Half the 
Sky, Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn 
point to the need to consider this question in a 
fully global context. “In the nineteenth century,” 
they observe, “the central moral challenge was 
slavery. In the twentieth century, it was the battle 
against totalitarianism. We believe that in this 
century the paramount moral challenge will be 
the struggle for gender equality around the world” 
(2009, xvii). Let’s take a look, then, at gender 
equity and just who needs it in relation to four 
big conundrums most countries are facing.

1. Economic inequality. In the United States, 
women now graduate from high school and col-
lege at a higher rate than men, which represents 
a sea change since I was in college. A million 

more women than men gradu-
ate from college each year 
(Hayes 2012). But the trou-
bling news is that this educa-
tional advantage has not led 

to a closing of the economic gap between 
women and men. As a group, women in the 
United States earn seventy-seven cents for 
every dollar a man earns. African American 
women earn sixty-two cents, and Latina women 
earn fifty-four cents. A Latina would need to 
work for two weeks in order to make what a 
man makes in one week. In the United States, 
two-thirds of those who are paid the minimum 
wage are women (Baker 2012, 27). A woman 
working full time at the minimum wage of $7.25 
an hour earns $15,080 annually, which puts her 
at or below the federal poverty level. Among 
the thirty-four “peer countries” of the Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment, the United States has the highest rate of 
poverty (17 percent) and one of the lowest levels 
of social expenditure (Hardisty 2012, 2).

What are the big issues 
on the horizon for 

women and girls in the 
twenty-first century? 

OCWW AND AAC&U’S ONGOING  
COVERAGE OF GENDER ISSUES

Founded in 1971 and sponsored by AAC&U’s 
Program on the Status and Education of 
Women, On Campus with Women (OCWW) 
was originally designed to cover important 
issues related to women in higher education. 
Since 2002, it has been an online journal 
focusing on women’s leadership, the campus 
climate, curricula and pedagogy, and new 
research and data on women. In 2013, as part 
of a broader strategic planning process, 
AAC&U adopted an infusion approach to the 
coverage of gender equity topics, initiatives, 
and research in its three print and online 
journals. Accordingly, publication of OCWW 
as a separate online periodical ended, and its 
editor, Kathryn Peltier Campbell, assumed 
added responsibilities for coordinating cover-
age of gender issues across all AAC&U publi-
cations. AAC&U also expanded the size and 
frequency of publication of Diversity and 
Democracy, which periodically includes cov-
erage of gender issues. Longtime readers of 
Liberal Education may recall that, from 1987 
to 1993, OCWW was incorporated into Liberal 
Education as a distinct section of the journal.
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Economic inequality is one of the greatest 
threats to political stability. In the United States, 
39 percent of the wealth is concentrated among 
1 percent of households (Frank 2013). The 
global picture mirrors this figure, with the added 
destabilizing statistic that 50 percent of the 
world’s adult population owns barely 1 percent 
of global wealth” (Randerson 2006). As United 
Nations humanitarian relief coordinator Jan 
Egeland put it, “a few billionaires are richer 
than the poorest two billion people” (quoted 
in National Task Force on Civic Learning and 
Democratic Engagement 2012, 20).  

2. Educational inequality. Worldwide, 
approximately 17 percent of adults, or 796 
million people, cannot read or write; almost 
two-thirds of these adults are women (Education 
for All Global Monitoring Report Team 2011, 1). 
Only 30 percent of the world’s girls are enrolled 
in secondary school, and 35 million girls have no 
access to education at all (Day of the Girl 2012). 
Less than 1 percent of the money spent on deadly 
weapons would be enough to educate all the 
children in the world. 

In the United States, one in three boys and 
one in four girls do not finish high school in 
four years. The percentages are even higher for 
underrepresented racial minorities. For example, 
the numbers climb to 37 percent for Hispanic 
girls, 40 percent of African Americans, and 50 
percent for Native American and Alaska Native 
girls (National Women’s Law Center 2007, 6). 
The long-term economic consequences wreak 
havoc both on the students who drop out and on 
the society that will pay the economic and social 

consequences of not doing everything possible 
to graduate young people from high school. 
The poorer the young person, the less likely it 
is that he or she will go to college, and disturb-
ingly the rich-poor attendance gap between 
Baby Boomer and Millennial generations grew 
from 39 percentage points to 51 percentage 
points (Weissmann 2013). Of every one hun-
dred Latinos who go to elementary school, only 
forty-seven will graduate from high school; of 
those forty-seven, twenty-six will go to college, 
and eight will graduate (Gutiérrez 2011, xvi). 
What does this profile of the fastest growing 
racial minority group in the United States 
portend for our nation’s future?

3. Violence against women. Speaking at a 
luncheon marking the fortieth anniversary of 
Ms. magazine, Gloria Steinem (2012) cited a 
chilling statistic. She said that the number of 
women killed in the United States by husbands 
or boyfriends since 9/11 exceeds the number of 
people killed in the Twin Towers, the number 
of American soldiers killed in Afghanistan, and 
the number of soldiers killed in Iraq—combined. 
We know there are women and girls in other 
countries who are stoned for adultery under 
Sharia law, axed by their brothers in “honor” 
killings in Afghanistan, shot for wanting to go 
to school in Pakistan, and gang raped under 
the most brutal conditions in India. Yet in our 
own country, the Republicans in Congress 
attempted to prevent the renewal of the Violence 
Against Women Act.

4. Political inequality. There was appropriate 
celebration in November 2012, when so many 
women candidates won their Congressional 
races. We now have twenty women serving in 
the US Senate. I can remember when having 
two women senators was groundbreaking, and 
a ladies room had to be installed on the Senate 
side of the US Capitol. We also saw seventy-eight 
women elected to the US House of Representa-
tives in November. These are truly victories 
worth celebrating. But even with these magnifi-
cent victories, women remain underrepresented 
in both houses of Congress and in all fifty state 
legislatures. For every woman speaking or voting 
in the US Senate, five men have the power to 
quell her influence. The proportion is only slightly 
lower in the House. Compared with 189 other 
countries, the United States ranks an embar-
rassing seventy-seven in the number of women 
in national parliaments (Inter-Parliamentary 
Union. 2013).
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Given all these pressing issues—
and these represent a mere 
handful—what can you and I 
do, sitting where we sit, at the 
heart of educational institutions?

1. Be sure women and girls get 
an education. There has been progress in this 
area, both globally and in the United States, 
but not enough. Education has an amazing 
influence on so many other factors, as social 
scientists have demonstrated through convinc-
ing scholarship. Educating women and girls 
can improve harvests, lead to better nutrition, 
reduce the size of families, improve the health 
of families, influence family decisions, contrib-
ute to the overall economic advance of coun-
tries, reduce violence, and decrease unwanted 
pregnancies. The list goes on and on. Nobelist 
Amartya Sen (2004) says these empirical studies 
underscore the “crucial role of basic education for 
all—and of women’s education, in particular—in 
facilitating radical social and economic changes 
that are so badly needed in our problem-ridden 
world.” He goes on to stress a very important 
point: “The reach of people’s democratic voice 
can be much steadier, firmer, and more extensive 
when political opportunities are supplemented 
by social empowerment through education.”

What are you doing, or what might you do, 
at your institution to raise this issue to a higher 
level, to introduce this issue to students, to 
initiate a program, locally or globally, that might 
contribute to expanding educational access to 
women and girls? 

2. Ensure that every student, whether male 
or female, graduates from college with the 
ability to use gender as a category of analysis, 
as a lens through which to interpret the world. 
This is not a skill just for women or for students 
who take women’s studies courses, but for every-
one. This is the most lasting legacy of the con-
temporary women’s movement. In the best of 
contemporary feminist theory, the concept of 
gender has been developed to enable an inclu-
sive analysis of multiple differences among 
women. An analysis of gender is not divorced 
from an analysis of race or class or sexuality or 
other particularities of identity and culture.  

Where in your institutions are those concepts 
being taught? Have you done an inventory? 
Have you asked your faculty? Have you reviewed 
your curriculum? Have you examined the stu-
dent affairs programming or the training of 

resident hall advisors and 
teaching assistants? As edu-
cators, we should openly 
advocate for the understand-
ing of gender analysis as an 
essential building block for 
almost all other areas of 

knowledge and for critical thinking.   
As a category of analysis, gender also provides 

a means of examining several key issues affecting 
higher education today. For example, how does 
the high cost of college affect women overall as 
well as different groups of women at your insti-
tution? Who has access to online courses? Do 
women who are at home with children have 
the uninterrupted time at their computers that 
such courses require—if they even have a com-
puter? What do your institution’s statistics, broken 
down by gender and race and socioeconomic 
status, reveal about which students are faring 
well in online courses? In terms of completion 
rates, which groups of women are being left 
behind? Which groups are succeeding? Why? 
How can the identification of factors influenc-
ing the success of these students contribute to 
the success of other women and men? Why are 
contingent faculty disproportionately women?

3. Work together as women on campuses—
across domains and levels, across identity and 
political differences—to address issues of 
common concern. When my colleagues at the 
Association of American Colleges and Univer-
sities and I are invited to lead workshops for 
women on campuses around the country, we 

As a category 
of analysis, gender also 

provides a means 
of examining 

several key issues 
affecting higher 
education today 
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are often surprised to discover that the women 
who participate are coming together in the 
same room for the first time. The consequences 
of the prevailing isolation of women on cam-
puses become clear as the workshops progress 
and participants begin slowly to share their 
experiences across different departments and 
divisions. We routinely hear stories of humilia-
tion and self-doubt, even from those in the 
highest positions on a campus.

How many of you reading this article have 
some formal network for women or groups of 
women on your campuses? How many have 
informal networks? Is there any one gathering 
of all the groups for any reason? If you have no 
organized groups or networks at your institution, 
you could consider creating one with a specific 
focus on, say, the slow advancement of women 
across all faculty ranks, but especially from 
associate to full professor; the underrepresenta-
tion of women—students and faculty members—
in physics, chemistry, and engineering; the 
declining number of women in computer science; 
or the stubborn pay gaps between men and 
women who are doing the same work. The issues 
need not center on women. A campus group 
might focus on the inadequate number of faculty 
of color and the chilly climate that results in a 
“revolving door” for these faculty members; the 
rampant inequalities in pay, recognition, and 
respect between full-time and part-time faculty 
and between faculty, administrators, clerical work-
ers, and facilities personnel; or the challenge of 
developing and sustaining campus-community 
partnerships.

4. Create educational opportunities for all 
students, male and female, to cultivate the 
democratic knowledge, skills, values, and prac-
tice in collective action they need to shape the 
world they live in. Just as higher education has 

the potential to transform women’s lives, so 
too does civic education carry great potential 
for democratic cultures. And that brings us 
almost full circle, back to President Obama’s 
evocation of the principle of equality embedded 
in the Declaration of Independence. We need 
to teach students how to analyze systems and 
identify structures that produce inequalities.

A final challenge
While bundling the products of my few decades 
as director of the PSEW into a box, it occurred 
to me that it is critically important to have 
such boxes. After all, they represent how so 
many were a democratic force for historical 
and intellectual change. It is equally important 
to have a higher education infrastructure that 
can archive these materials and a curriculum 
that can send students off to consult them as 
part of research projects. The PSEW archives 
contain a wealth of articles and monographs 
that represent women’s voices, opinions, re-
search, concerns, strategies for change, innova-
tive programs, and organized efforts to influence 
the world. They tell our collective story.

With this in mind, I conclude with a final 
challenge. I will tape that archival PSEW box 
shut with a smile of satisfaction and pride, if 
you who are reading this article will, in turn, 
commit to create even more materials that will 
one day take their rightful place in an archival 
box alongside mine. Begin to make that history 
today. Use your power and location within 
higher education to change the world so it is 
fairer for women and girls, for men and boys, 
and for the planet. I will count on you to write, 
invent, organize, act, envision, take risks, col-
laborate, teach, learn, laugh, play, and protest. 
That way I can be sure that although this moment 
marks the end of the run of On Campus with 
Women, it does not mark the end of the struggle 
for gender equity. As the slogan for the Wellesley 
Centers for Women, puts it, “A world that is 
good for women is good for everyone.” Let’s act 
to make it so.   n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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K. Patricia Cross Future Leaders Awards

The K. Patricia Cross Future Leaders Award recognizes graduate students 
who show exemplary promise as future leaders of higher education; who 
demonstrate a commitment to developing academic and civic responsibility 
in themselves and others; and whose work reflects a strong emphasis on 
teaching and learning. The awards honor the work of K. Patricia Cross, 
professor emerita of higher education at the University of California–
Berkeley, and administered by the Association of American Colleges 
and Universities. Following are the recipients of the 2013 awards:

Atnreakn Alleyne, political science, University of Delaware

Fiona Barnett, literature, Duke University

Milagros Castillo-Montoya, education, Teachers College, Columbia 
University

Sarah Lang, human development and family science, The Ohio State 
University

Justin Lomont, chemistry, University of California–Berkeley

Laurie A. Pinkert, English, Purdue University 

Gina Spitz, sociology, University of Wisconsin–Madison

Nominations for the 2014 awards are due October 1, 2013. (For more 
information, see www.aacu.org.) The recipients will be introduced at 
the 2014 annual meeting, where they will deliver a presentation on 
“Faculty of the Future: Voices of the Next Generation.” 

The recipients of the 2013 K. Patricia Cross Future Leaders awards
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Good governance 
seems suddenly to 
be something that 
everyone knows on 
sight and that no 
one had imagined 
before

JO H N  T.  C A S T E E N  I I I

Governance  
and Institutional 
Transformation
Some Lessons Yet to Be Learned

this has Been a jarring year for governance 
and, more generally, for the concept of personal 

responsibility in US 
colleges and univer-

sities, with two starkly visible cases that trustees 
and others everywhere would like to understand.

From the ongoing crisis at the Pennsylvania 
State University,1 trustees everywhere are 
learning that they really are responsible for 
what goes on in athletics, and that good gover-
nance has come to be more demanding—on 
trustees; on administrators, faculty, and staff; 
and, perhaps, on external constituents—more 
vulnerable to internal and external pressures, 
and more intrusive or even invasive than any-
one had cause to imagine in the past. Good 
governance seems suddenly to be something 
that everyone knows on sight and that no one 
had imagined before. 

The crisis at the University of Virginia 
(UVA) last summer and over the subsequent 
months involves, among other things, issues 
that I cannot properly discuss because of my 
former role there.2 In truth, I know no more 
than anyone else knows, and that is part of the 
problem. You and I can read media specula-
tions and angry letters to editors, but we have 

no explanation from board members of the 
public interest in, or the reasons for, the 
actions they took in their roles as fiduciaries of 
a public trust. From the president’s initial resig-
nation to the present day, UVA’s crisis is an 
unexplained mystery, one that has damaged 
the university and continues to do so.

In the case of Penn State, brutally public 
battles continue over the university’s future, 
with apparently one yet to come as the gover-
nor and some legislators try to overrule the 
National Collegiate Athletic Association. In 
the UVA instance, the public has access to 
little detail or color as to what happened. And 
the two instances together have contributed 
little to public understanding of best or worst 
practices in fiduciary governance or in the 
management or administration of colleges and 
universities. The two cases are double black 
eyes for the public interest.

Governance
What, in fact, is governance? Who practices it? 
How is it empowered or undercut, and who shares 
in it? It is remarkable how much and how little 
we know about a system of control that is all 
but ubiquitous in the United States—and unique 
to the United States. Most of us are familiar 
with the Association of Governing Boards of 
Colleges and Universities (AGB), whose publi-
cations, meetings, and training services are 
available generally to colleges and universities. 
Centers for the study of governance exist in 

JOHN T. CASTEEN III is president emeritus of the 
University of Virginia. This article was adapted 
from the author’s address to the opening plenary 
session of the 2013 annual meeting of the Association 
of American Colleges and Universities.
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various places, some distinguished, and quite a 
lot gets published. Yet, in truth, after AGB’s 
training programs and trustees’ conferences, 
the art has not advanced much since the eigh-
teenth century.

In this peculiar system, trustees are fiducia-
ries—legally responsible for assets, financial 
and other. As a condition of office, they accept 
obligations to sustain assets that do not belong 
to them, and to serve the interests of others. 
The most common summary (at the level of 
introductory training materials) of trustees’ 
functions goes something like this:
• Trustees carry out the purposes expressed by 

founders or legislatures or whatever benign 
entity has created an institution (college, 
museum, foundation) with some traits of 
corporations for the good of others, and 
generally for posterity. They accept and live 
within the limits of the charter or the law or 
will or whatever.

• They pledge to defend the trust or the as-
set—to pass it on intact and, generally, to 
enhance it.

• Therefore, they are obligated to invest assets 
competently and dispassionately.

• They have accepted the obligation to provide 
or dispense benefits commonly, and not to 
benefit themselves or their friends and allies. 
They owe others their fairness and impartiality.

• A hard point relevant to recent history: 
they are accountable to the trust’s or the 

entity’s beneficiaries—in education, to those 
who teach, who study, who benefit by the 
research enterprise. In this respect, they 
seem to me to be unlike corporate directors, 
whose responsibility is to equity shareholders, 
to the owners who elect them. 

• Trustees must report their actions (hence, 
annual reports, etc.) to these beneficiaries, a 
principle perhaps trampled in recent times 
at both Penn State and UVA.

• Trustees accept specific duties, most notably 
the legal duty of loyalty: they cannot act 
against their trust, whose interest comes 
before their own.

• They cannot hand on these duties to others; 
they are themselves obligated to carry out 
their duties.

In this system, trustees and boards of trust accept 
constraints. These necessarily include obligations 
as to the processes (open or transparent, selfless, 
protective) by which they carry out their obli-
gations. Some constraints are legal; others are 
matters of custom and tradition. 

To be a trustee or a visitor, or whatever the 
term may be, is an honor. That, ultimately, is 
the motive to serve. To be named a trustee of a 
charitable entity is to be recognized as a person of 
integrity and stature. Trustees cannot aggrandize 
themselves or use their positions for their own 
profit. They cannot self-deal, a principle that 
explains why the American system finds secrecy 
in board dealings repulsive. They cannot engage 
in conflicts of interest. They must oversee assets 
in the best interest of the persons who benefit 
directly from them. Trustees assume conservative 
duties: because the assets they control are not 
their own, they must protect them assiduously. 
In this configuration, their process obligations 
are essential. The late Adam Yarmolinski, who 
in a prior time trained many of our boards with 
regard to their duties, made the legal point in 
this way: when convened as a board after giving 
due notice and with the required quorum, boards 
of trust can do everything that their charters 
allow; but members have no separate, individual, 
or single powers outside the board room.

So these are people with obligations, not people 
with powers—a status they share with elected 
legislators and others who swear to benefit 
persons who depend on them. For that reason, 
perhaps, well-ordered American boards are not 
likely sponsors of transformation or (to borrow 
the phrase of the hour in American education) 
disruption. It may well be that talk about trustees’ 
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that governance is in trouble. 
Corporate boards of directors 

are different. They are account-
able to owners, to holders of 
shares of equity. The test of their 
success is near-term profitability. 
Corporate governance may thrive 
on disruption—unless, of course, the disruption 
blows up the enterprise, and the shareholders 
lose their equity, a hazard that turns up regularly 
when companies founder.

Institutional transformation
Effective trustees foster institutional transforma-
tion whenever they appoint capable deans or 
presidents, hold officers or administrators and 
their faculties to institutional and legal account, 
and disclose openly what they are doing and 
why. The forces for change that are character-
istic of successful US colleges and universities 
bubble from the bottom up, from the beneficia-
ries to whom trustees owe accountability. Stu-
dents and staff and faculty members stand in the 
place of shareholders, thus the historic importance 
of great academic leaders and committed alumni.

Process integrity during times of transfor-
mation inevitably challenges governance, 

management, imagination, and 
stamina in colleges and universities. 
Harvard College’s deliberations 
during Henry Rosovsky’s tenure as 
dean make this point as well as any-
thing. The debate over Harvard’s 
core curriculum took place over the 
course of almost three years, and it 

caught the attention of virtually everyone in 
American higher education.

If one wants a renewed American academy, 
a reinvigorated liberal tradition in American 
colleges and universities, then one necessarily 
wants and takes part in the vigorous debate by 
which propositions are advanced, tested, refor-
mulated, won, or lost. Transformation necessarily 
demands the processes of collaborative plan-
ning, consolidation, and elimination by which 
entities of limited means control their own 
destinies. That’s the price.

Last year, I worked with Rick Legon, Rich 
Novak, and Merrill Schwartz and others at AGB 
and some twenty-five leaders from higher edu-
cation on a Knight Commission grant. Our 
assignment was to examine the proper role of 
boards in Division I intercollegiate athletics, and 
to recommend best practices. Our report, Trust, 
Accountability, and Integrity: Board Responsibilities 

The forces for 
change that are 
characteristic 
of successful 

US colleges and 
universities bubble 
from the bottom up
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for Intercollegiate Athletics (Casteen and Legon 
2012), appeared in October 2012. We began 
our work in October 2011. The Penn State crises 
began in November 2011.

We did not set out to study Penn State, and, 
in fact, we did not do so. But much of what we 
learned resonates with related work at AGB and 
elsewhere on board responsibilities for academic 
programs. All of us grew up understanding that 
presidential control means that presidents are 
accountable. That’s still true, but it doesn’t mean 
(as Penn State has acknowledged) that trustees 
can walk away from trouble. Adam Yarmolinski 
taught a rule that defines board obligations in 
both areas: noses in, fingers out.

People with power, particularly the power to 
disrupt the lives and learning of beneficiaries, 
need to know what they are doing. The sys-
tem is ripe with prospects for misfeasance and 
malfeasance. That we tolerate the practice by 
which governors reward political donations by 
appointments to college and university boards—
a not-so-ancient practice that is, I am convinced, 
the Achilles heel of America’s public colleges 
and universities—defines a fundamental risk. 
That universal, ongoing training for board 
members is all but unheard of points to another 
risk. Neither public nor private appointment 
processes pay proper attention to trustees’ fidu-
ciary obligations.

Annual Meeting
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it had to know a great deal more than any board 
has ever known in order to carry out its obliga-
tions—for acknowledging that the honor of 
serving carries with it heavy obligations. Penn 
State’s internal research, use of expert outsiders, 
ongoing training, and commitments to reform 
and transparency define new best practices. 

We talk at meeting sessions about unprece-
dented challenges, the accumulating stress of a 
diseased economy, the cost to students of systems 
(educational and others) that lag behind the 
national interest. That talk is legitimate. So is 
our engagement with transformations, with 
inventing anew our commitments to the variet-
ies of learning, of knowledge, that make people 
free. We should talk and engage, and indeed 
we must; that’s our job as faculty members and 
deans and others inside colleges and universities. 

And yet this dialogue has to go elsewhere—
to boardrooms, to news broadcasts, to legisla-
tive hearings—where thoughtful people have 
their own parts to perform. In our young country, 
we talk quite a lot about founding fathers and 
national tradition—more, I suspect, than happens 
in any of Europe’s republics. Learning—actu-
ally, classical learning of the kind that modern 
utilitarians sometimes seem to want out of the 
common schools—has everything to do with 
America’s anomalous revolution, as it had also 
to do with Newtonian and Darwinian science 
and, indeed, with the consensus about curri-
cula, about what learning’s progress through 
schooling ought to be for most students, that 
still informs our best schools and colleges.

Institutional transformation in response to 
the issues raised during this annual meeting may 
come suddenly, as perhaps it has with MOOCs. 
Provocative disasters like the Penn State and 
UVA crises are rare. And, for now at least, only 
Penn State appears to be engaged in successful, 
accountable reform. My own guess is that wide-
spread reform will come slowly, over decades 
rather than years, as we sort out our terms and 
as we challenge or engage others—the trustees, 
governors, and business people who also make 
decisions about their own lives and the lives of 
their children and their communities. The 
stakes are too high for us to do anything else. n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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NOTES
1. In 2011, it was alleged that officials of the Pennsyl-

vania State University had enabled and subsequently 
sought to cover up the sexual assault of several 
underage boys by longtime assistant football coach 
Jerry Sandusky. The ensuing scandal had far-reaching 
consequences for the university, including the 
imposition of sweeping penalties by the National 
Collegiate Athletic Association.

2. In June 2012, the University of Virginia Board of 
Visitors announced that Teresa M. Sullivan, president 
of the University of Virginia (UVA), would resign just 
two years into her five-year term of office. After it 
emerged that the resignation was the result of a 
dispute between Sullivan and members of the board 
concerning the future direction of the university, UVA 
faculty, students, and alumni, along with members of 
the broader academic community nationwide, rallied 
in support of Sullivan. Ultimately, the episode led to 
the removal of both the rector and vice rector of the 
board of visitors and the reinstatement of Sullivan as 
president of the university. The author, John T. 
Casteen III, preceded Sullivan as president of UVA, 
serving from 1990 to 2010.
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What socially 
determined 
privileges and 
disadvantages 
have an impact 
on faculty as 
teachers and 
colleagues?

PAMELA E. BARNETT is associate vice provost and 
director of the Teaching and Learning Center at 
Temple University.

a female graduate student I know was 
harassed by a male student—who may have 
been mentally ill—during one of her first se-

mesters as a teach-
ing assistant (TA). 

The student dominated class time with manic 
talking and borderline inappropriate com-
ments, and he challenged her in class using a 
hostile, derisive tone. She communicated clear 
boundaries and expectations, but the disrup-
tive and inappropriate behavior culminated 
one day when he came in late (again), scanned 
the room briefly, and then sat in her lap, rather 
than in the one available chair in the back 
row. Certain that this problem demanded more 
than classroom management skills, she reached 
out to a teaching mentor who intoned, “The 
camel does not stick his nose into the tent if the 
flap is not open.” 

Being both new to the profession and self-
reflective, the TA asked herself whether her 
behavior had contributed to her problem. Was 
she communicating accessibility inappropriately? 
Was she failing to exercise her authority? Was 
she vulnerable to this situation because she 
lacked some crucial set of teaching tools? She 
also started to wonder whether the student’s 
behavior, as well as the mentor’s response, was 
affected by her social identity as a young woman. 
Would the student have crossed the line so 

dramatically with a male TA? Would the men-
tor have suspected a male TA of inviting a 
male student to breach his boundaries? As I 
have reflected over the years, I’ve concluded 
that not only was she at a disadvantage as a 
woman, but male TAs have an automatic, often 
unacknowledged, advantage.

Peggy McIntosh (1988) famously unpacked 
what she called an “invisible knapsack” of 
privileges socially conferred upon whites, men, 
and heterosexuals (1988). She argued that not 
only are women and minorities at a disadvantage, 
but those with social power enjoy benefits that 
are both unearned and unjustified. We often 
accept those privileges unconsciously, viewing 
our own experience as the norm or solely the 
result of our hard work. This denial, as McIntosh 
pointed out, keeps privilege “from being fully 
recognized, acknowledged, lessened, or ended” (1). 

To counteract this unconsciousness, McIntosh 
made a thorough list of the privileges she enjoys 
as a white and heterosexual person, “conditions 
of daily experience which I once took for granted, 
as neutral, normal, and universally available to 
everybody” (10). For example, she can arrange 
to be in the company of people of her race most 
of the time. She can pay with checks, credit cards, 
or cash, never considering that her skin color 
will work against the appearance of financial 
reliability. When she is successful, she is not called 
a “credit to her race,” and when she swears or 
dresses shabbily, no one attributes her choices 
to the bad morals or poverty of her race. As a 
heterosexual, she can talk about her life partner 

PA M E L A  E .  BA R N E T T

Unpacking Teachers’ Invisible Knapsacks

Social Identity and Privilege 
in Higher Education
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in any social context without fearing rebuff. 
Her children are given texts that implicitly 
support her kind of family unit. McIntosh’s list 
of privileges demonstrates the way some can 
“count on” social reactions and cultural systems 
that meet our needs or confirm our legitimacy 
or existence, while others cannot. 

Social privilege and higher education
For the past few years, within the context of 
higher education, I’ve been leading dialogues 
about McIntosh’s foundational work. What 
socially determined privileges and disadvantages 
have an impact on faculty as teachers and col-
leagues? Not all our social identities are obvious, 
but students and colleagues attribute various 
identities to us—including identities based on 
gender, race, class, nationality, ability, and 
sexual orientation. How they perceive us shapes 
their expectations of us, their interactions with 
us, and our experience of academic community. 

I routinely mentor faculty of color, women in 
STEM fields, those who speak English as a sec-
ond language, and physically disabled educators 
who must make sense of, and respond to, aspects 
of the professorial role that do not come auto-
matically—classroom authority and legitimacy, 
supportive academic community, mentoring. 
I’ve also had conversations with faculty who wish 
their students would question them more, rather 
than defer to the socially conferred authority of 
maleness or whiteness. 

For faculty from groups that have been his-
torically underrepresented in higher education, 
an awareness of the effects of socially conferred 
privilege—and, with it, the knowledge that 
their experiences are likely not unique to them 
or caused by them—can be especially helpful. 
Such awareness is also a call to those of us who 
enjoy social privileges to recognize the contingent 
nature of such privileges, and to be more informed 
colleagues and supportive mentors to those 

Temple University
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working in the university. Institu-
tional leaders should consider 
designing faculty development or 
mentoring programs that explicitly 
address social privilege. 

So what exactly are the privi-
leges? Over the years, several 
colleagues and I have read McIn-
tosh’s work together, and then 
we’ve rewritten her lists from our own perspec-
tives as university educators. I share the collective 
insights here, using McIntosh’s template, which 
states privileges in the first person.1 To intro-
duce the issues efficiently, I organize the lists 
below according to single identity categories 
(e.g., maleness, whiteness). It is worth noting, 
however, that black and feminist theorists 
especially have elucidated how social identities 
interact with each other in complex ways that 
can compound advantage or disadvantage 
(Weber 1989; Collins 1991; Crenshaw 1989). 
Individual experience depends on the particu-
lar confluence of social identities as well as the 
context of action. Not every white teacher can 
count on every white privilege on my list, and 
neither can every male teacher count on every 
male privilege listed. The experience of the 
male instructor who speaks English as second 
language or who is disabled may be determined 
more by his nationality and physical status than 
by his gender. And context matters. The male 
instructor’s gender identity may be more salient 
when he’s teaching a gender studies course, 
and speaking English as a second language may 
matter more when he’s delivering a lecture to a 
large audience. Even as we consider the privi-
leges that accrue to a particular identity, we 
should be mindful that other intersecting identi-
ties may either compound or counteract them. 

The able-bodied instructor 
My colleague Tiffenia Archie always begins 
with the “able-bodied” category when teaching 
the concept of privilege, because the items on 
this list may be more immediately obvious. 
Brainstorming about the different ways mobility, 
speech, or sensory apprehension is constrained 
or unconstrained prepares students to consider 
the less physical, more socially constituted 
manifestations of privilege, such as those en-
joyed by males and whites. With a firmer cog-
nitive grasp of the concept, students are less 
likely to feel guilty or defensive. They can 

comprehend the broader so-
cial argument and their indi-
vidual responsibility for under-
standing and responding to 
social systems without feeling 
individually liable for social 
inequality. This approach 
recognizes that students can 
be distressed by the idea that 
they personally benefit from 

structures of inequality and that they can be 
uncomfortable with the argument that social 
identity can be an asset, contributing to success 
as surely as personality, skill, or experience. 

In the case of the disabled professor, students 
might have respect for what they perceive as 
obstacles overcome. My colleague Carol Marfisi, 
who teaches from a wheelchair, read the list 
presented below and said she didn’t recognize 
herself in it. She experiences her life as a norm 
and, like any good teacher, intentionally decides 
when her identity can be an asset for learning. 
Necessity can be the mother of invention; in a 
recent class, she asked students for their bodies 
in order to help demonstrate a point, enabling 
them to learn from kinesthetic engagement with 
an idea. She also argued that disability is a fluid 
social identity: most people will experience it in 
some form, at some point. Though not insur-
mountable, there are still unique challenges for 
the disabled academic. 

Following is a list of privileges enjoyed by 
the able-bodied teacher:
• I can get to any classroom that is assigned  

to me. 
• I can schedule classes or meetings back to 

back, because I can get across campus easily.
• I can reach and move all the equipment in 

all lab spaces.
• I can reach, see, and use the podiums, as well 

as instructional technology, in all classrooms. 
• All documents, websites, and classroom 

management software are accessible to me, 
without accommodation.

• Students can submit their assignments to 
me in any paper or electronic format.

• I can stand up or move about the room in 
order to capture my students’ attention, 
convey emphasis, or assert my authority.

• I can project my voice in order to capture 
my students’ attention, convey emphasis, or 
assert my authority.

• I can circulate about the room when my 
students are doing group or lab work. 

Even as we consider 
the privileges that 

accrue to a particular 
identity, we should 

be mindful that other 
intersecting identities 
may either compound 
or counteract them
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of my physical appearance or qualities.
• I am never asked to define or explain my 

“able-bodiedness.” 
• I do not rely primarily on online forums to 

discuss the particular challenges I face; many 
colleagues are similarly situated and can 
reflect on institutional experience with me. 

• I never wonder whether my positive student 
evaluations could reflect pity.

• I get honest feedback; there is no association 
between my physical vulnerability and my 
emotional vulnerability. 

• I am not considered or called “an inspiration” 
for doing my job.

The native English–speaking instructor
National identity and native language also affect 
the academic experience. There can be advan-
tages to international identity. Students may 
assume that an international faculty member 
has sophisticated knowledge of global issues and 
is more qualified to teach international topics 
or foreign languages. International instructors 
are often highly valued members of diverse 
academic communities. Yet, there is a variety of 
advantages that come with speaking English as 
a first language in a US college or university. A 
telling series of experiments conducted by Donald 
L. Rubin (1992) arguably demonstrates that 
undergraduates “tune out” foreign-born instruc-
tors. His research team gathered American under-
graduates inside a classroom and then played a 
taped lecture that was delivered in the voice of a 
man from central Ohio. While the undergraduates 
listened, they faced a projected image. Half the 
students viewed a white American man at a chalk-
board; the other half viewed an Asian male 
teacher. When asked to fill in missing words from 
a printed transcript of the taped speech, students 
made 20 percent more errors when viewing the 
Asian man’s image. Being heard is just the first of 
many advantages for the native speaker of English. 

Following is a list of privileges enjoyed by 
teachers whose first language is English:
• Students do not assume that I am unintelligible 

and give up on comprehension. 
• If students don’t understand a concept, they 

won’t blame it on my accent.
• My student evaluations do not mention my 

accent or verbal fluency. 
• I can ask probing or clarifying questions with-

out students assuming I lack comprehension.  
• Students and colleagues speak to me at  

an authentic pace, and do not exaggerate 
their pronunciation of long or complex 
words.

• Students do not question my expertise as a 
teacher of North American or English history, 
culture, or linguistics.

• Students assume that I am qualified to assess 
their written work in English.

• People correlate my fluency in English with 
my mental acuity. 

• I am likely to “get” my students’ cultural 
references, humor, and slang. 

• I can read most academic documents and 
student work quickly and easily in my 
native language. 

The male instructor
While a male faculty member often has the 
benefit of the host of privileges listed below, 
there may be pedagogical costs to this social 
identity. As I mentioned above, some male 
faculty would like their students to question 
them more, and some regret that students seem 
less likely to seek help from them. These con-
siderations, along with those below, give a 
window into how gendered identity can matter 
for teachers in higher education. 

Following is a list of privileges enjoyed by 
male instructors: 
• Students almost always address me as “doctor” 

or “professor,” rather than “mister” or by my 
first name. 

• Students tend not to question my expertise 
in my field or challenge my authority. 

• I can impose class policies or grade rigorously 
without students feeling I am insufficiently 
nurturing. 

• If I am passionate about an issue in class or in 
departmental or university meetings, I will 
not be judged “emotional” or “irrational.” 

• I assume that my voice will be heard in 
meetings; I may repeat comments made by 
women colleagues and get credit for their ideas.

• I can dress informally, or even sloppily, for 
work and be taken seriously. 

• I never consider whether any of my work 
clothing might be perceived as sexy or frivolous. 

• If my work schedule adjusts around childcare 
duties, people will admire me for my priorities.

• If I work around the clock, I am unlikely to be 
judged negatively for putting my family second.  

• Curricula in my discipline have always testi-
fied to the contributions of my gender. 

• Colleagues and students assume I was hired 
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because of my merit, not because of affirmative 
action.  

• My male colleagues and I are paid competitive 
salaries (AAUP 2010).

The white instructor
Over the years, I and others have found that 
white Americans are more likely to resist the 
idea of white privilege than the other types of 
privileges addressed thus far. As I noted, it can 
be disorienting, even painful, to recognize the 
unearned asset of whiteness as a “bonus” that 
compounds the impact of our intelligence, skill, or 
hard work. We may also feel guilty about these 

advantages we never asked for, yet nevertheless 
enjoy. Those from ethnic groups that have experi-
enced historical discrimination and devaluation 
(e.g., Jews or Italians) or who have a working-class 
background may argue that they are “less white.” 
This argument has some basis; whiteness is not a 
simple matter of skin tone, but is a social con-
struction whose content is, by and large, about the 
privileges that define it. Historians have written 
about how the Irish, Jews, Italians, and even 
Asians and Latinos have “become white” (Igna-
tivev 1996; Brodkin 1998; Roediger 2005; Yancey 
2003). But more often than not, we cannot opt 
out of the white identity conferred upon us. 

King’s College
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my grandparents’ experience was different from 
mine. Yet, after two generations of upward social 
mobility for Jews and Italians, as well as an influx 
of “new” immigrant groups with lower social sta-
tus, I now experience most or all the privileges 
on the list below. It is also possible, in many cases, 
for ethnic, working-class, or gay whites to pass as 
middle-class, white, or heterosexual, if they so 
choose. An individual may identify more strongly 
with an ethnic or sexual identity than with white-
ness, but the critical factor here is how others 
perceive us—and this is socially overdetermined. 

I believe that one can more easily recognize 
and work against white privilege by finding a way 
past personal guilt. Years ago, when I was working 
as the sole white professor in an African Ameri-
can studies program, I had a conversation about 
white guilt with a black colleague. While she 
appreciated it when whites recognized white 
privilege, she noted that guilt did not help solve 
the problem. Instead of feeling guilty, she sug-
gested, whites should align with her by being 
“outraged and resistant.” We could use awareness 
in productive ways; for example, if we were in a 
faculty meeting together and her comment was 
ignored, but then somehow heard when it was 
articulated by me or another white colleague, I 
could speak up. Arguably, writing this article is 
a use of my compounded privilege. As a white, 
middle-class, able-bodied, straight woman, I can 
write this argument without most of you, my 
readers, thinking that I am oversensitive about 
racial issues, self-interested, or radical. 

Following is a list of privileges enjoyed by 
white instructors:
• Students are not surprised that I am their in-

structor; I am what they expect for most classes. 
• Students do not question my expertise in 

fields that are not race studies. 
• I can speak passionately about racial in-

equality or injustice without being perceived 
as “angry,” “oversensitive,” or “radical.” 

• I can teach courses in African American, 
Latino, or Asian American studies without 
students or colleagues viewing me as self-
interested rather than scholarly.

• Curricula in my discipline have always testified 
to the contributions of my race. 

• I never question whether my student evalu-
ations are affected by my race.2  

• Students and colleagues assume I was hired 
on the basis of merit, not because of affirma-
tive action.  

• I am not repeatedly photographed for univer-
sity publications because I diversify the public 
face of the institution. 

• I will not be overwhelmed with service 
requests because I am one of the few faculty 
members who can diversify committees.

• I will not be in danger of being denied tenure 
because of the service burden I carry.3

• I can count on having departmental colleagues 
of my racial identity.4

• When searching for positions, I don’t have 
to consider whether I would be one of few 
people of my race in my new town, if hired. 

• It is easy to find mentors who share my social 
identity and understand the particular chal-
lenges I face. 

• My tenure file will most likely be reviewed 
by colleagues having the same racial identity 
as mine. 

• If someone says I’m articulate, it is an un-
complicated compliment. 

• I assume that my voice will be heard in meet-
ings; I may even repeat comments made by 
colleagues of color and get credit for their ideas.

• My accomplishments are not perceived as 
representing the potential or the successes 
of my race.

• I have never been mistaken for housekeeping, 
physical plant, or secretarial staff.

• I have never been questioned by campus 
security while moving electronics or books 
out of my office.

• I can often choose whether to reveal my 
social identities that come with disadvan-
tages or less status.

Conclusion
Liberal education promises to expand students’ 
worldviews; to help them develop the ability to 
engage issues, questions, and problems from 
diverse perspectives; and to provide opportunities 
for students to learn from and work with people 
from a variety of social and global locations. 
Through its Liberal Education and America’s 
Promise initiative, the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities calls on institutions 
to help students develop personal and social 
responsibility, a complex outcome that includes 
“civic knowledge and engagement—local and 
global” and “intercultural knowledge and com-
petence” (2007, 12). We are preparing students 
for both responsible citizenship and a global 
economy. To this end, many US colleges and 
universities seek to diversify student bodies as 
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not enough. Retention and success initiatives for 
first-generation and underrepresented students 
are a priority in many colleges and universities; 
foundations are expressing this priority in 
countless calls for proposals. 

We must be similarly intentional about nurtur-
ing and retaining our diverse faculties. Ideally, 
more faculty members from groups that have been 
historically underrepresented in higher education 
will enter the profession aware of and prepared for 
some of the differences and disadvantages they 
will have to negotiate. It would also help to have 
colleagues, and especially leaders, who “get it,” 
who are conscious of the network of privileges 
and disadvantages attendant to social identity, 
and who can then provide informed support and 
mentoring. Awareness of these differences could 
also inform policies for the hiring, retention, and 
promotion of diverse faculties. These steps would 
help create a more richly inclusive intellectual 
and educational environment.  n

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

REFERENCES
AAUP (American Association of University Professors). 

2010. “No Refuge: Annual Report on the Economic 
Status of the Profession.” Academe 96 (2): 4–80.  

AFT (American Federation of Teachers). 2010. 
Promoting Racial and Ethnic Diversity in the Faculty: 
What Higher Education Unions Can Do. Washington, 
DC: AFT.

Association of American Colleges and Universities. 2007. 
College Learning for the New Global Century: A 
Report from the National Leadership Council for Liberal 
Education and America’s Promise. Washington, DC: 
Association of American Colleges and Universities.

Bavishi, A., J. M. Madera, and M. R. Hebl. 2010. 
“Effect of Professor Ethnicity and Gender on 
Student Evaluations: Judged Before Met.” Journal of 
Diversity in Higher Education 3 (4): 245–56. 

Brodkin, K. 1998. How Jews Became White Folks and 
What That Says About Race in America. New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Collins, P. H. 1991. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, 
Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment. New 
York: Routledge. 

Crenshaw, K. 1989. “Demarginalizing the Intersection 
of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidis-
crimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist 
Politics.” University of Chicago Legal Forum, 139–67. 

Hamermesh, D. S., and A. Parker. 2005. “Beauty in the 
Classroom: Instructors’ Pulchritude and Putative 
Pedagogical Productivity.” Economics Education 
Review 24 (4): 369–73.

Ignatiev, N. 1996. How the Irish Became White.  
New York: Routledge.

McIntosh, P. 1988. “White Privilege and Male 
Privilege: A Personal Account of Coming to See 
Correspondences through Work in Women’s 
Studies.” Working paper no. 189. Wellesley, MA: 
Wellesley College Center for Research on Women. 

Moreno, J. T., D. G. Smith, A. R. Clayton-Pedersen, S. 
Parker, D. H. Teraguchi. 2006. “The Revolving Door 
for Underrepresented Minority Faculty in Higher 
Education: An Analysis from the Campus Diversity 
Initiative.” San Francisco: James Irvine Foundation.  

Roediger, D. 2005. Working Toward Whiteness: How 
American Immigrants Became White. New York:  
Basic Books. 

Rubin, D. L. 1992. “Nonlanguage Factors Affecting 
Undergraduates’ Judgments of Nonnative English 
Speaking Teaching Assistants.” Research in Higher 
Education 33 (4): 511–33. 

Turner, C. S. V., J. C. González, and J. L. Wood. 2008. 
“Faculty of Color in Academe: What 20 Years of 
Literature Tells Us.” Journal of Diversity in Higher 
Education 1 (3): 139–168.

Weber, L. 2009. Understanding Race, Class, Gender and 
Sexuality: A Conceptual Framework. Cambridge: 
Oxford University Press. 

Yancey, G. 2003. Who Is White? Latinos, Asians, and the 
New Black/Nonblack Divide. Boulder, CO: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers.

NOTES
1. I thank the colleagues who have discussed their 

experiences with me and helped generate items for 
the lists presented in this article: Donna Marie Peters, 
Stephanie Fiore, Adalet Baris Gunersel, as well as 
members of the Provost’s Teaching Academy, the 
Diversity Teaching Circle, and participants in a 
session I led at a Lilly Conference on College and 
University Teaching in June 2012. Mary Etienne 
provided ideas and invaluable research assistance.

2. An analysis of almost seventeen thousand evaluations 
found that minority faculty members are rated 
significantly lower than white professors, even after 
controlling for tenure status and course type (Hamer-
mesh and Parker 2005). An experiment asking students 
to evaluate professors based on curricula vitae found 
that students evaluated black professors as significantly 
less competent and legitimate than their white and 
Asian counterparts (Bavishi, Madera, and Hebl 2010). 

3. Turner, González, and Wood (2008) found that 
“service can be detrimental to faculty of color as 
they progress toward tenure and promotion.” 

4. In 2005–6, approximately 5.4 percent of all tenure-
eligible and contingent faculty members were African 
American, 4.5 percent were Hispanic, and 0.04 
percent were Native American, even though these 
groups represented 12 percent, 14 percent, and 0.8 
percent, respectively, of the total US population 
(AFT 2010). Underrepresented minority faculty 
members from minority groups that have been 
historically underrepresented in higher education are 
also less likely to be retained (Moreno et al. 2006).
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Are we adjusting 
our concept of 
a liberal arts 
degree to make
it amenable to 
software delivery 
and assessment 
systems? 

the turing era, defined by British mathema-
tician and computer science pioneer Alan Tur-
ing’s question about whether or not computers 
can think, is not over. Philosophers and scientists 
will continue to haggle over whether thought 

necessitates inten-
tionality, and 

whether computation can rise to that level. 
Meanwhile, another frontier is emerging in 
one small but expanding corner of the uni-
verse: the introductory-level, undergraduate 
courses that colleges and universities require 
students to take for general education credit in 
the area of critical thinking. On this frontier, 
similar questions arise, but with an added co-
nundral twist: Can we program computers to 
teach humans how to think? Can we program 
computers to think critically? Can we program 
computers to teach humans how to think criti-
cally? In the artificial intelligence debates of the 
past, everything hinged on the meaning of 
thinking; in the present debate, everything 
hinges on the meaning of critique.   

Critical thinking 2.0
Critical thinking textbooks the size of depart-
ment store catalogs have been used in the past 
to teach readers how to identify, analyze, and 
evaluate arguments, and how to craft arguments. 
These books tend to operate in the tradition of 
Robert M. Ennis’ 1962 Harvard Educational 
Review article that defined critical thinking as 
“the correct assessment of statements.” The 

science of assessing statements and of analyzing 
how conclusions can be reached through logical 
reasoning is called argumentation theory, or 
argumentation (also informal logic, when ap-
plied to everyday language). Ennis paved the 
way for defining “critical thinking” as the skill of 
logical argumentation. 

Assessing premises, reasoning, and claims 
demands a body of knowledge and a skill set 
that critical thinking textbooks can provide, 
along with opportunities to practice and 
improve those skills. Promising broad applica-
tion across the arts and sciences, and responding 
to pressures to verify student learning outcomes, 
critical thinking defined as argumentation has 
emerged as a core component of many college 
and university liberal arts curricula.

The New York Times reported that the col-
lege textbook industry earned about $4.5 bil-
lion in profits in 2010, with the average 
student paying $900 per year for books on top 
of tuition (Scheutze 2011). In recent years, 
more and more textbooks, including critical 
thinking textbooks, offer online versions, 
which accounted for over 23 percent of the 
industry’s profits in 2010, nearly doubling the 
profits of the year before. When Mark Majurey 
of Taylor and Francis publishers said that “text-
books as e-books ought to be seen as a stepping 
stone to the future” (quoted in Scheutze 2011), 
he was not kidding, but he also did not elabo-
rate on what that future will look like. What 
Mr. Majurey did not say is this: it is not only 
likely that higher education will more fully 
acquiesce to online delivery of courses (and 
e-book usage) in order to meet its bottom line; 
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in Arizona to administer online teaching to 
students in Alabama, all the way down to the 
form responses students get when they fail to 
recognize the difference between induction 
and deduction. 

Computers and argumentation
Many professors believe that there are things 
that make up a liberal arts education that soft-
ware programs cannot compute the way hu-
manoids can. They ask, can you computerize a 
composition or literary interpretation course 
the way you can computerize a math or statis-
tics course? They may also believe that critical 
thinking has to do with more than logical 
argumentation, and be led to ask, are we ad-
justing our concept of a liberal arts degree to 
make it amenable to software delivery and 
assessment systems? Did we change the job 
description to fit the candidate’s qualities?    

Maybe those who ask such questions are 
clinging to exactly the kind of vague, indefin-
able characteristics that an arguments-based 
approached to critical thinking is intended to 
correct. Presumably, one of the reasons that 
colleges and universities are mandating a criti-
cal thinking curriculum (and working hand in 
glove with large textbook publishers to provide 
standardized approaches to teaching critical 
thinking) is because too many of us have been 
unclear about what critical thinking entails, and 
have therefore been unable to provide meaning-
ful evidence that our students are doing it. 

Many of us have been vague about what it 
means to think critically, about what it means 
to teach critical thinking, about how students 
can demonstrate it, and about how we can assess 
it. The arguments-based approach to critical 
thinking is, in my view, a necessary correction 
to an otherwise hoary domain of higher educa-
tion pedagogy that has been used to justify every-
thing from a simplistic approach to workplace 
problem solving, to anything that looks like 
effort on the part of students to analyze a poem 
or a play, to a biased pedagogy aimed at getting 
students to adopt various cultural and political 
views without fully understanding or being able 
to explain why they should hold those views. 

Whatever else critical thinking is, it includes 
the ability to engage and make arguments, and 
we can teach this. For decades it has been hap-
pening in philosophy and composition courses. 
The notion that all students should take a class 

that devotes a good chunk of its time to teach-
ing these skills more effectively hardly seems 
debatable to me. 

The choice to limit critical thinking to the 
correct assessment of statements is another 
matter, and those professors may be right who 
wonder about the extent to which this choice 
is the result of lobbying by publishers rather 
than by teachers or the universities and colleges 
they work for. The push to digitize instruction, 
demonstration, and assessment of critical 
thinking favors the argumentation approach 
precisely because it is more similar in structure 
to math and logic, and therefore to the indig-
enous language of a robot. 

I see no conspiracy to water down the mean-
ing of critical thinking. I see only a set of 
systemic factors colluding with each other—for 
example, online instruction, commercial inter-
ests, heavy teaching loads for those who teach 
the bulk of the courses in question, and assess-
ment needs. However, the lack of conspiracy or 
intent on the part of individual actors in the 
university teaching machine does not mean 
that a diminishment of the concept of critical 
thinking is not happening. 

The question that needs to be asked is 
whether or not there is anything missing from 
this approach. Is there a supplemental je ne 
sais quoi of critical thinking that logical argu-
mentation alone cannot account for, and that 
robot co-professor has a hard time computing? 
This is by no means a novel question. Litera-
ture on the subject has long been split between 
“critical thinking” as the logical assessment of 
statements and “critical pedagogy,” which 
largely analyzes power relations (Burbules and 
Berk 1999). Critical pedagogists accuse critical 
thinking experts of upholding a traditional 
(modernist and/or positivist) model of univer-
sality, impartiality, and individualism, as 
though critique relies on a solitary act of logi-
cal analysis of inert facts. Critical thinking 
experts accuse critical pedagogists of politiciz-
ing critique, passing off political conviction as 
“critical,” and downplaying the process of justi-
fying the conclusions at which one arrives. 

I suggest that the arguments-based approach 
insufficiently cultivates one crucial aspect of 
critical thinking, and it is an aspect that com-
puters cannot compute. Critical thinking is not 
only an act of following the rules of logic; it is 
also both an act and an attitude of rebellion. 
Rebellion lies at the root of all criticism. It is, 
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of the great revolution in think-
ing that resulted in the turn from 
tradition and authority to logic 
and reason. It has also been the cornerstone of 
every analysis of, and confrontation with, rela-
tions of power and ideology. 

Rebellion is not party to the blackmail of 
choosing either logic or protest as the lingua 
franca of critical thinking. It is instead a particular 
bent of the self toward all claims, in all the many 
forms they take (e.g., propositional, discursive, 
structural, ideological, scientific, religious, polit-
ical, economic, and cultural). Rebellion by itself 
does not make one critical, but without rebellion 
there can be no critique. Moreover, rebellion 
necessitates another kind of pedagogy than the 
one that computers have the capacity to facilitate. 
It requires contexts that encourage dialogue, that 
incite response, that challenge views, and that 
model the courage to “think otherwise” (Burbules 
and Berk 1999). 

Courage to think
I can recall a formative moment during my own 
days as an undergraduate philosophy major. 
Another student presented a paper in an ethics 
seminar outlining reasons for opposing the 
death penalty. As an eighteen-year-old from 
Texas, where the death penalty is as much a 
part of the culture as hunting and high school 
football, I remember experiencing an internal 
conflict between the sound logic of the student’s 
arguments and the anxiety they provoked for 
me, because they challenged my worldview. I 

also remember that the ensuing 
discussion, moderated by the 
professor, created a climate in 
which I was not able to skirt 

the issue of my cultural and emotional inhibi-
tions. I was challenged to respond to both the 
student’s presentation and to my upbringing 
in a way that demanded intellectual rigor and 
courage. 

What often inhibits us from arriving at logical 
conclusions is timidity, fear, habit, training, 
and what one writer called the “overwhelming 
objectivity” of the world around us. Critical 
thinkers are those who apply the rules of reason, 
but who also learn to follow good reasoning 
into places that they have not felt comfortable 
going, places that forbid entry. We can program 
computers to teach us the rules of logical reason-
ing, but we cannot program computers to teach 
us how to muster what it takes to challenge the 
self-evidence and/or security of deeply held con-
victions, acculturated world views, habituated 
beliefs, and discursive regimes of truth.  

In one historically well-founded sense, critique 
is about thinking negatively, because it is about 
doubting, fault finding, questioning bias, and 
questioning authority. In another historically 
well-founded sense, critique is about thinking 
positively, because it involves acquiring some 
degree of certainty about the correctness of the 
claims that we and others make, the rules of 
debate, proper form, and what warrants assent 
to belief.  

The direction of high-level humanities since 
the 1960s (i.e., its nebulousness and political 
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students are only taught that critical thinking 
means the skill of debunking any claim put 
before them. On the other hand, the critical 
thinking textbook industry explicitly favors a 
positive interpretation of critique. They some-
times assert at the outset that critical thinking 
does not mean negative thinking (see, for 
example, Facione and Gittens 2010).

It is not just the textbook industry that 
promotes positive critical thinking. Michael 
Roth (2010), president of Wesleyan Univer-
sity, delivered a speech at the fiftieth anniver-
sary of Wesleyan’s Center for the Humanities 
in which he appealed to faculty to move 
“beyond critical thinking” (by which he seems 
to have been referring to critical pedagogies 
that aim to criticize ideologies of power) by 
declining to teach a negative, debunking-style 
approach. This fault-finding tendency is usu-
ally associated with critical theory and/or 
deconstruction, despite the fact that prime sus-
pects in those traditions such as Theodor 
Adorno (1983), Raymond Williams (1976), and 
Judith Butler (2002) all criticized the notion of 
critique as fault finding and demythologizing.

In my own teaching experiences, the discrep-
ancy between positive and negative cultures of 
critique has had less to do with adherence to 
theoretical orientations and more to do with 
class. Upper-middle-class students ready to rebel 
from the stable environments of their well-off 
parents and with little skin in the game seem 
ready and eager to debunk everything, includ-
ing the systems they knowingly benefit from. 
Poor and working-class students hoping to break 
into an increasingly elusive middle class with 
all of its expectations about literacy, articulate-
ness, and job skills often show a tendency not 
to question the systems they are working so 
diligently to get a fix on.

The problem is not with either the negative 
or the positive approach to critical thinking, 
but with the choice to emphasize one at the 
expense of the other. The tendency to choose a 
side reflects student backgrounds, technological 
limitations, institutional pressures, political bias, 
philosophical allegiance, commercial interests, 
and other factors. But I would submit that it does 
not reflect a well-reasoned approach to what 
critical thinking means and has meant. Rather 
than choosing sides, we should take this impasse 
as an opportunity to revisit the historical legacy 
of the critical tradition, paying attention to the 

complex and intriguing relationship at its core 
between obedience and rebellion.         

Obedience and rebellion 
There is no better place to turn for an appreci-
ation of the fascinating promiscuity between 
obedience and rebellion in critical thinking 
than the late-eighteenth-century German 
philosopher Immanuel Kant. The story is often 
told of how townsfolk in the place where he 
lived used to set their clocks by the obsessively 
regular walks he took every day. He lived and 
died a bachelor, he never ventured more than 
ten miles from the town of Königsberg where 
he lived, and he wrote in a way that reflected 
his personality, which is to say, with an almost 
neurotic attention to precision and detail. He 
was, in a manner of speaking, a robot. 

Kant defined enlightenment as thinking for 
yourself, which, he made a point of insisting, 
does not happen merely because you have been 
taught how and given the freedom to do so: 
“Enlightenment is man’s release from his self-
incurred tutelage. Tutelage is man’s inability to 
make use of his understanding without direc-
tion from another. Self-incurred is this tutelage 
when its cause lies not in lack of reason but in 
lack of resolution and courage to use it without 
direction from another. Sapere aude! ‘Have 
courage to use your own reason!’—that is the 
motto of enlightenment.” 

Critique is an attitude of rebellion, and what 
people often lack when it comes to critical think-
ing is not the know-how of rational deliberation, 
but courage. Who is to blame for our lack of cour-
age to think out on the limb? For one thing, Kant 
thought that we have to blame ourselves for find-
ing it too painful or tedious. We often practically 
beg others to do our thinking for us.  

Kant also blamed guardians of knowledge 
(priests, politicians, professors) who warn that 
if we venture out too far on our own we will 
fall, and who ensure us that we need their 
safety nets of social, scientific, religious, and 
cosmological stability. Kant was certain that, 
more than anything, fear is the thing that 
keeps us unenlightened and uncritical, adding 
that even if the revolution came and righted 
the world’s wrongs, our minds would still be 
paralyzed by the inertia of habit and by the 
treachery of what it is like to have a thought 
that we could call our own. 

In the face of personal, social, cultural, politi-
cal, and habitual inhibitions, how are we ever 
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the remainder of his essay, Kant 
suggested that the way forward is 
through gradual, trial-and-error 
movement toward free thinking 
in the public sphere. Our lead-
ers should call off the guardian 
watchdogs and create a more permissive envi-
ronment for critical inquiry. We should be 
given the freedom to think, talk, believe, and 
question as we wish. Sometimes we will fall, 
but we will learn from it, and those of us who 
are reluctant to take the plunge will find inspi-
ration and motivation in the others among us 
who, for whatever reason, take to critical thinking 
more easily. The net effect over time will be some-
thing like what Adam Smith, earlier in Kant’s 
century, proposed in the economic sphere: the 
rising tide of enlightenment will lift all boats.  

For Kant, there can be no critique without 
rebellion against internal and external forces 
exerted against the free use of our minds. Such 
rebellion takes courage, and it has to be fos-
tered by open dialogue and modeled by other 
courageous thinkers. The use of reason (or 
logical argumentation) is a necessary but insuf-
ficient feature of critical thinking. In order to 
become critical thinkers, we must learn to obey 
the rules of reason, which is an act of freedom, 
but this cannot happen in Cartesian solitude. 
Obeying reason requires more than computation; 
it requires cultivation. 

Conclusion
Some of what we teach in liberal arts settings is 
not only a skill but a habit, and requires not 
just didacticism and problem sets but the estab-
lishment of environments that provide occasions 
for ruthless questioning, exposure to different 
viewpoints, opportunities to go out on limbs, 
and models of the courage to rethink and un-
think everything that has presented itself to us 
as self-evident. We cannot create these environ-
ments with software and hardware alone. We 
create them with dialogue and conversation 
between students and professors, between stu-
dents and other students, between students and 
contemporary voices, and between students 
and voices from the past. These are the con-
versations that cultivate both the skills and the 
attitude of critique.

I do not see the danger of plug-in professors 
as one having primarily to do with commercial 
interests co-opting the meaning of critical 

thinking, although that is 
something to keep an eye on. 
I also do not see critical think-
ing threatened by increased 
expectations to generate mea-
surable assessments of student 
learning outcomes, which a 

computer-delivered, arguments-based approach 
to critical thinking can certainly streamline. 
The question is instead whether or not we will 
know where the appropriate limits of computa-
tion lie, and what its appropriate uses are, as 
we venture into the future of an increasingly 
artificial intelligence–style higher education. 

If we see the capacity for enlightened critical 
inquiry diminish in the years to come, it will 
not be because of computers, which, after all, 
do what we tell them to do. It will be because 
we lacked the courage to tell computers at what 
point they must let humanoids do humanoid 
things. Had Kant had any experience with them, 
he would have included computers on the list 
of things that we are too eager to let do our 
thinking for us—and, we might add, let do the 
teaching for us.     n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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As educators, 
we have an 
opportunity to 
build bridges 
between different 
faith communities 
in order to 
promote the 
common good

as educators, we face the important challenge 
of preparing students to live constructively in a 
religiously diverse world. At some institutions, 
a reluctance to allow issues of faith into the 
classroom creates an obstacle to cultivating the 
skills students need to understand, process, and 
engage a religiously pluralistic society. At faith-
based institutions, by contrast, students are en-
couraged to see how what they believe connects 
with their academic learning and their social 
experiences, but students may not have many 

opportunities on 
campus to interact 

directly with persons who practice a religious or 
spiritual tradition different from their own. Read-
ing about another religion in a book or hearing 
a guest speaker is no substitute for talking with, 
getting to know, and working alongside people 
with whom students might not initially think 
they have much in common.

This is a problem, particularly since immigra-
tion during the last third of the twentieth cen-
tury has greatly increased religious diversity in 
the United States (Wuthnow 2005). As a result, 
notes Arthur Chickering (2006, 1), “issues of 
religious diversity and spiritual orientations 
have moved front and center in public forums 
and political decision making.” Concurring 
with this observation, Eboo Patel echoes W. E. 
B. Dubois’s famous statement that “the problem 
of the twentieth-century is the problem of the 
color line,” suggesting that “the twenty-first 
century will be shaped by the question of the 
faith line” (2007, xv). And, as Miroslav Volf 
argues, in a world of seemingly intractable 
disagreements and staggering needs, people of 
all faiths need to “learn how to work vigorously 
for the limited change that is possible, to mourn 

over persistent and seemingly ineradicable evils, 
and to celebrate the good wherever it happens 
and whoever its agents are” (2011, 83).  

To address this increasingly relevant issue, 
we have encouraged students from our univer-
sity to participate in interfaith dialogues and 
engage in acts of interfaith service in order to 
form community partnerships with those who 
don’t necessarily share worldviews. We believe 
that these encounters are crucial if we are to 
nourish an attitude of mutual respect amid 
difference and prepare students to navigate a 
diverse world constructively upon graduation. 
In this article, we argue for the importance of 
interfaith dialogue and service as means to 
cultivate students who will promote “human 
flourishing and the common good” (Volf 2011, 
xvi). Part of this work requires that we reflect 
as educators upon the kind of people we all 
need to become if we hope to interact gra-
ciously across often divisive faith lines. 

Virtue ethicist Martha Nussbaum’s work, 
particularly her book Cultivating Humanity, has 
been instructive for us in this regard. Nussbaum 
describes three interrelated capacities that 
those of us in higher education need to help 
our students develop: the capacity to examine 
one’s own beliefs critically, the capacity to see 
oneself as part of a larger human community, 
and the imaginative capacity necessary to see 
and feel as another person might. 

In Cultivating Humanity, Nussbaum does not 
specifically address the topic of educating for 
interfaith partnerships. She advocates a broader 
model of education that allows students to learn 
about and see themselves within different tra-
ditions, while at the same time recognizing what 
is common to all persons and what unites us as 
human beings. She affirms education that “allows 
a variety of different views about what our 
priorities should be but says that, however we 
order our varied loyalties, we should still be sure 

M A R IO N  L A R S O N  A N D  SA R A  S H A DY

Cultivating Student Learning        Across Faith Lines

MARION LARSON is professor of English, and 
SARA SHADY is associate professor of philosophy, 
at Bethel University.



Cultivating Student Learning        Across Faith Lines

Bethel University



46   LiberaL education  Summer 2013

P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

I
V

E
S

that we recognize the worth of human life 
wherever it occurs and see ourselves as bound by 
common human abilities and problems to people 
who lie at a great distance from us” (1997, 9). 
We believe this model can appropriately be 
applied to issues of religious diversity on col-
lege campuses in a manner that seeks to affirm 
students’ own religious traditions, while simul-
taneously engaging them in constructive inter-
action with different views. In what follows, we 
describe Nussbaum’s three capacities more fully 
and illustrate ways in which these capacities 
can be further developed through interfaith 
dialogue and service. 

Capacity one: Critical self-examination
The first capacity Nussbaum outlines in Culti-
vating Humanity is what she calls “Socratic 
scrutiny.” According to Nussbaum, a democ-
racy needs citizens who can think, “who can 
reason together about their choices rather than 
just trading claims and counterclaims” (1997, 
10). The need for this capacity is clearly relevant 
to our current social and political climate, 
where claims made by political opponents seem 
to be increasingly divisive and, at times, amaz-
ingly disconnected from rational thought. Even 

though the stakes are so high, some claims that 
are made are even humorous (and, in fact, fuel 
wildly popular shows such as The Daily Show 
and Colbert Report). This is true not just at the 
level of elected officials, but increasingly the 
general public is losing its ability to engage in 
healthy civil discourse.

What does Socratic scrutiny look like? It is 
well described by Catherine Cornille as “cognitive 
vigilance,” a willingness to be “open to constant 
correction” (2008, 10). Miriam McCormick 
calls this mindset “responsible believing,” the 
ability to “think deeply and critically about 
fundamental questions in general, as well as 
about [one’s] own fundamental beliefs, attach-
ments, and presuppositions” (2008, 32). Respon-
sible believers, says McCormick, reflect on 
“their grounds for holding the beliefs they do 
as well as the grounds for doubting them (10). 
Through such reflection—and through interac-
tion with others—responsible believers come 
to see that a person doesn’t need to “abandon 
those beliefs which [she] is still investigating or 
allowing others to question” (McCormick 2008, 
38). We just need to learn to “approach our beliefs 
with humility, aware of the limits of our own 
understanding and experience” Cornille 2008, 9).

Bethel University
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mean that “there are no cross-
cultural moral standards,” says 
Nussbaum (1997, 33). Nor 
does it “require that we sus-
pend criticism toward other individuals and 
cultures” (65). Rather, it involves educating 
students to develop a more reflective under-
standing of their own position in light of an 
increasingly more accurate understanding of 
another’s position. As Nussbaum remarks, “All 
too often, people’s choices and statements are 
not their own. Words come out of their mouths, 
and actions are performed by their bodies, but 
what those words and actions express may be 
the voice of tradition or convention, the voice 
of the parent, of friends, of fashion” (28). To 
foster this Socratic capacity, Nussbaum says 
that educators must “challenge the mind to 
take charge of its own thought” (28). Deeper 
reflection on one’s own views and the reason 
one holds them helps students learn to talk 
about their own values and beliefs in ways that 
can make sense to others.

In our own attempts to foster Socratic scru-
tiny among our students, we have developed a 
project titled “Learning to Listen” that engages 
students in researching and evaluating a belief, 
tradition, or practice very different from their 
own. The objectives of the project include learn-
ing from another tradition before critiquing it, 
applying what one has learned to a reflective 
critique of one’s own tradition, and drawing 
conclusions about one’s responsibility as a 
Christian in a diverse world. As part of this 
project, students produce a paper in which 
they must answer three questions: How might 
a believer from your own religious tradition 
relate to and learn productively from the beliefs 
and/or practices of the religious tradition you 
learned about in this project? How are the views 
or practices of your own religious tradition dif-
ferent from the religious tradition you learned 
about in this project? What general conclusions 
do you draw from this project about the oppor-
tunities, challenges, and responsibilities of living 
as a Christian in a diverse world? Although stu-
dents can complete this assignment entirely 
through library research, we encourage them to 
supplement their reading with participation in 
interfaith dialogues or service activities.

We have found this assignment to be incredibly 
effective at helping students learn the important 
capacity of critical self-examination. “By gaining 

exposure to a variety of foreign 
and conflicting worldviews,” 
wrote one of our students, “we 
are forced to consider other 
religious traditions and reexam-

ine our own faiths. Even though some discussions 
can feel uncomfortable or even threatening, it is 
that very feeling of discomfort that leads us to 
truly discover the reasons behind our beliefs” 
(quoted in Larson and Wilson 2010, 8). 

One such conversation occurred at an off-
campus interfaith dialogue in which each member 
of a panel of local religious leaders made a brief 
presentation on conversion—a particularly sensi-
tive topic—followed by a question-and-answer 
session and then small-group discussions facili-
tated by a team of religiously diverse volunteers. 
The Christian representative on the panel 
advocated a contextual view of missions that 
acknowledges the many ways in which God 
reveals himself, including in religions other 
than Christianity. This speaker said that a per-
son can come to be a faithful follower of Christ 
without leaving behind all that she has known 
and valued in her home culture and her home 
religion. Just hearing this position challenged 
many of our students who attended the dialogue, 
students who worry that they may have com-
promised too much of the Gospel in their efforts 
to respect other cultures and religions. 

The representatives from other faith traditions 
began to express in strong terms that they were 
deeply offended by this Christian panelist, because 
he made it clear that, ultimately, Christ is the 
Way and Truth. Several of our students were 
shocked and confused. They weren’t sure 
whether to feel angry and defensive or guilty 
and ashamed. This instance drew us into some 
serious reflection. Should the presenter have 
censored his views out of respect for those in 
attendance—even if they were truly what he 
believed? Is it possible to talk about an issue 
like contextual missions without incurring 
deep offense? How do we genuinely listen to 
and respect those who have different religious 
beliefs while retaining commitment to our 
own? How would I feel if a Muslim told me 
that anyone who loves God actually is, in her 
heart, a Muslim?

If we had stayed on campus amongst our 
religiously homogenous student and faculty 
population, we absolutely could not have had a 
conversation prompting the kind of Socratic scru-
tiny and reflection that this event made possible!

The general public 
is losing its ability 

to engage in healthy 
civil discourse
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with others
It is necessary to cultivate the practice of Socratic 
scrutiny, but alone it isn’t sufficient. We also need 
to develop the ability to see ourselves as “human 
beings bound to all other human beings by ties 
of recognition and concern” (Nussbaum 1997, 
10). Without such recognition and concern, we 
will not be able to overcome the fear that char-
acterizes our world—a fear that creates a division 
between “the vulnerable yet all-important Us 
and the dark, besieging Them” (Nussbaum 
2004, 42). We each need to come to see our-
selves as “not only a member of a particular 

community of belonging” but also as people 
who have obligations to others “beyond our 
kith and kin,” inextricably connected to each 
other, says Robert Nash (2008, 70). Part of 
what’s needed in developing this capacity, says 
Nussbaum, is learning to become a “sensitive 
and empathic interpreter” of others’ beliefs, 
values, and practices (1997, 63).

Catherine Cornille notes that empathy “has 
both affective and cognitive dimensions” (2008, 
144). It involves a desire to learn intellectually 
about another religion and the people of faith 
who follow it, but also a “willingness and ability 
to penetrate into the religious mindset of the other 

Bethel University
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from within” (138). For this to 
occur, says Cornille, one must 
have sympathy for the religious 
other, which includes not only 
“personal warmth and affection 
toward the other person” but 
also openness to the “meaning-
fulness and worth of his or her 
religious life. It thus includes respect for and 
interest in the beliefs and practices of the 
other” (153). In other words, it is a process of 
humanizing the other, seeking to get to know 
members of other religious communities so that 

“they become real people and 
not simply representatives of 
certain other religious traditions” 
(Takim 2004, 348).

Engaging our students in 
interfaith dialogue and service 
has helped foster the capacity 
to recognize one’s connection 
to the larger world in many ways. 

At a very basic level, it’s an accomplishment 
when students learn that the Baha’i faith exists 
or when they realize that not all Muslims are 
terrorists. These moments of recognition then 
allow for the cultivation of deeper awareness 
about issues of religious privilege; the intersec-
tions of race, class, gender, and religion; and the 
complexity of the role of religion in contempo-
rary democracies. 

One of the vital objectives of engaging stu-
dents in actual dialogue and service with 
diverse groups of people is that it helps them 
learn how to speak in diverse contexts. As 
Nussbaum explains, in order to cultivate con-
nectedness, we must learn to pay attention to 
the “imagery and speech one uses when speaking 
about people who are different” (1997, 63). 
Additionally, we must learn to develop what 
Diana Eck calls “bridging speech,” which she 
describes as “the speech that enables commu-
nication with people whose religious presuppo-
sitions may be quite different” (2003, 253). Just 
as one might read about giving a well-crafted 
speech, the skill hasn’t been developed until it 
is actually put into practice. Similarly, we believe 
that we are doing our students a disservice if we 
never take them beyond the walls of the class-
room and the words of a text in order to engage 
with real persons. 

As a recent interfaith service event, we took 
students from our institution to work in the 
community gardens of a neighborhood marked 
by significant cultural, economic, and religious 
diversity. Digging, planting, and weeding 
alongside members of that community offered 
our students the opportunity to reflect on both 
the similarities and the differences of their 
lives in comparison to the lives of others. They 
were able to connect with others about shared 
values of service, providing for one’s family and 
neighbors, and caring for the environment. At 
the same time, they discovered the variety of 
reasons one might have for holding these values. 
During a time of fellowship and dialogue with 
community elders, our students expressed the 

Engaging our students in 
interfaith dialogue 

and service has helped 
foster the capacity 
to recognize one’s 

connection to the larger 
world in many ways
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comfort of their own commu-
nity in order to learn about and 
engage with the world beyond, 
a world that many of them had 
never before encountered. Our 
students develop empathy for 
these different views, because they have devel-
oped the capacity for seeing connections with 
other persons and communities. 

Capacity three: Narrative imagination
The first two capacities, Socratic scrutiny and 
awareness of human interconnection, both rely 
on a third capacity, which Nussbaum calls 
“narrative imagination.” According to Nussbaum, 
“This means the ability to think what it might 
be like to be in the shoes of a person different 
from oneself, to be an intelligent reader of that 
person’s story, and to understand the emotions 
and desires that someone so placed might have” 
(1997, 11). Narrative imagination could be 
described as the flip side of Socratic scrutiny. 
When cultivating narrative imagination, we are 
developing the skill to understand difference or, 
as Nussbaum describes it, “to comprehend the 
motives and choices of people different from 
ourselves, seeing them not as forbiddingly alien 
and other, but as sharing many problems and 
possibilities with us” (85). This requires us to 
be welcoming and charitable to other beliefs 
and values, even ones with which we disagree. 
Nussbaum explains that, even though we seek to 
understand—cognitively and affectively—
through taking time to listen and empathize, 
entering in to another person’s story imagina-
tively, “this does not entail a hands-off attitude 
to criticism of what one encounters” (259). At 
the same time, we do seek to think respectfully 
about various ways of life.

For Nussbaum, the cultivation of narrative 
imagination is largely done by engaging students 
in the study of literature and philosophy. While 
this is an effective way to engage students in 
attempting to understand different perspectives, 
Miroslav Volf provides a helpful expansion of 
this idea when it comes to encountering religious 
difference. Being able to place oneself in the 
shoes of another person—what Volf describes 
as the view “from there”—involves “listening 
to how others perceive us as well as how they 
perceive themselves.” It requires a mindset that 
entails in part “step[ping] outside ourselves…
distanc[ing] ourselves for a moment,” an 

inversion of perspectives in 
which we “enter sympathetically 
into others’ efforts to interpret 
their scripture” and make sense 
of their world (Volf 1996, 251; 
2004b, 43). In addition, says 
Volf, we pay “receptive attention 

to their own story about who they see them-
selves to be” (2002, 19). This attitude is neces-
sary if we are to “see the meaning of an action 
as the person intends it” and then come to see 
this person as “sharing many problems and 
possibilities with us” (Nussbaum 1997, 85). 

Last fall, we took a group of students to a 
mosque attended primarily by Somali Muslims. 
Although only a few miles separate our campus 
from the mosque, the two locations can seem 
worlds apart in terms of class, culture, and 
religion. Most of the students had never visited 
a mosque before, nor had they had much oppor-
tunity for interaction with Somalis or with 
Muslims. At the entrance to the mosque, we 
split into groups of male and female, removed 
our shoes, donned headscarves, and embarked 
on a new experience. Two hours later, we left 
having experienced many new things. We had 
toured the mosque, learning about Islamic 
religious practices as well as the community 
services that take place each day through the 
Da’wah Institute. During a time of tea and 
cookies, students were able to converse infor-
mally with each other about many topics, 
including the experience of being Muslim in the 
United States, gender roles and relationships, 
and views of prayer and religious practice. 

Through a period of intense discussion about 
similarities and differences between Islam and 
Christianity, our students came to understand the 
sincerity of devotion and commitment held by 
people of other faith traditions, the importance of 
dialogue as a way of overcoming misperceptions 
and stereotypes, and the need for interfaith dia-
logue and service as a means of fostering healthy 
civic partnerships in the twenty-first century. 
One of our students remarked, “I learned that 
people are so much more than the labels I paint 
them with. Muslims, Christians, Hindus, Jews—
they all have hopes, fears, and dreams, just as I 
do. People are people. They need to be loved by 
me, and I need to be loved by them no matter 
what color their skin is, what culture they 
have grown up in, or what ideas they hold as 
true.” This student had begun to have an imagi-
native capacity for understanding another’s life.

People of faith can 
and do—and should—
bring their religiously 

motivated acts 
of service to 

the public square
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It is important to recognize that the three ca-
pacities described by Nussbaum in Cultivating 
Humanity are interrelated. The development of 
one supports and requires the development of 
the others. Educating students for productive 
engagement with the world must involve fos-
tering the growth of these traits. “It is up to us, 
as educators,” Nussbaum says, “to show our 
students the beauty and interest of a life that is 
open to the whole world, to show them that 
there is after all more joy in the kind of citizen-
ship that questions than in the kind that sim-
ply applauds, more fascination in the study of 
human beings in all their real variety and com-
plexity than in the zealous pursuit of superficial 
stereotypes, more genuine love and friendship 
in the life of questioning and self-government 
than in submission to authority. We had better 
show them this, or the future of democracy in 
this nation and in the world is bleak” (1997, 84).

This idea is echoed in Public Faith, where 
Volf references President Obama’s famous Cairo 
speech to remind us that individuals, commu-
nities, and nations are comprised of “complex 
social identities.” Because of this complexity, 
we shouldn’t simply focus on “religious and 
cultural ‘differences’” but also need to consider 
“‘overlaps’ and ‘common principles’ as well” 
(2004a, 140). Interfaith dialogue and joint acts 
of service can help make these overlaps and 
common principles evident both to those who 
participate and to those who watch us learn to 
cooperate with each other in promoting the 
common good. We can also help to demonstrate 
that people of faith can and do—and should—
bring their religiously motivated acts of service 
to the public square.

As educators, we have an opportunity to build 
bridges between different faith communities in 
order to promote the common good. By actively 
encouraging an ongoing dialogue between 
citizens from various religious and secular 
perspectives, we foster the possibility of shared 
understanding and open the potential for social 
and political solidarity. This requires active 
partnership, and a refusal to reduce all beliefs 
to a lowest common denominator.  n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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The integration of 
institution-specific 
goals for student 
learning with those 
specified by the 
VALUE rubric for 
global learning 
won broad support 

in an environment focused on research and 
overhead dollars, it is easy to lose sight of the 

main purpose of a 
university, which is 

to educate students—both as scholars within 
the disciplines and as citizens within a larger 
global community. The latter half of that mis-
sion has prompted Michigan State University 
(MSU) to bring attention to the importance of 
liberal education at Research I institutions. 
Although their structures and funding sources 
differ, Research I institutions and small liberal 
arts colleges share the same goal of helping 
students master the knowledge and skills that 
will enable them to become informed citizens 
who are able to contribute effectively to our 
democratic society. But how can this transfor-
mation be achieved, and what metrics can we 
use to define success? 

To answer these questions, institutions must 
first identify what students are expected to gain 

from taking coursework and participating in 
academic life. These student learning outcomes 
may represent changes in how students think, 
feel, perceive, or even act as they learn and 
undergo various experiences during their college 
years. Institutions vary in how clearly they 
articulate expected student learning outcomes, 
ranging from completely implicit, and there-
fore unarticulated, expectations to completely 
explicit lists of the ways in which students 
should show improvement by the end of their 
undergraduate tenure. Once learning outcomes 
have been established, however, the institution 
must evaluate the extent to which students are 
making progress in achieving them. 

Backward design
According to Keeling and Hersh (2011), the 
next step after reaching institutional consensus 
on student learning goals is to link those goals 
to the general education curriculum. But this 
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sequencing obscures one of the trickiest issues 
in higher education: how to assess student 
learning. One way of evaluating learning out-
comes at the institutional level is by applying 
the backward design method, which is more 
commonly used in instructional development 
(Wiggins and McTighe 1998). The first step in 
backward design is to identify desired results—
in this case, student learning outcomes. The 
second step is to determine what constitutes 
acceptable evidence that the learning outcomes 
have been achieved by students. This step is 
accomplished by using newly created or preex-
isting assessment methods that align directly 
with the student learning outcomes. For exam-
ple, if the desired outcome is the ability to 
evaluate and justify whether an article is scien-
tific or not, then, as part of the assessment, the 
student should be asked to evaluate and justify 
whether or not an article is scientific. This 
example may seem obvious, but it illustrates 
the optimal level of alignment between an 
assessment method and the related outcome. 

The third step in the backward design pro-
cess is to ensure proper alignment between 
instruction and curricula, a step that should 
result in improved student performance on the 
assessments. To continue with the example 
used above, this may include an activity where 
the students practice examining various types 
of articles with the goal of discerning the char-
acteristics of scientific articles as compared to 

nonscientific articles. Students should also be 
given opportunities to argue with others and be 
required to provide supportive reasoning to justify 
their decisions. At the end of these three steps, 
an evaluation of student learning should com-
mence. This evaluation should then be followed 
by the refinement of any of the steps, as needed 
to improve alignment and student learning 
outcomes for future iterations. Just as this pro-
cess can be followed in an individual class, so 
too can it be applied at the institutional level.

The alignment of institutional goals and 
curricula should also involve the alignment of 
course-level goals and the assessment of stu-
dent learning, both within individual class-
rooms and across curricula. The gap between 
student learning goals and curricula can be 
bridged using the rubrics that the Association 
of American Colleges and Universities 
(AAC&U) developed through its Valid Assess-
ment of Learning in Undergraduate Education 
(VALUE) project (see www.aacu.org/value/
rubrics). Institution-wide learning outcomes, as 
well as those at the level of the individual 
course, can be readily aligned with some or all 
of the outcomes that the VALUE rubrics were 
designed to assess (Rhodes 2010). These are 
consensus liberal learning outcomes that have 
emerged at institutions of all sizes and types 
nationwide. Some are associated with funda-
mental skills, such as reading, writing, and 
mathematics (or quantitative literacy). Others 
are more nuanced and may not be targeted 
across all levels of education, and yet graduates 
entering the workforce are generally expected 
to have developed them (e.g., creative think-
ing, ethical reasoning, problem solving, and 
teamwork). The full set of student learning 
outcomes should be addressed within and 
across curricula, rather than isolated within 
any single course, discipline, or program. 

Liberal learning at MSU
Michigan State University (MSU) recently 
adopted a set of five liberal learning goals: 
analytical thinking, cultural understanding, 
effective citizenship, effective communication, 
and integrated reasoning. Over the past year, 
MSU faculty and staff have developed rubrics 
to assess student progress on each of these out-
comes. The rubrics are currently being evalu-
ated by focus groups composed of faculty and 
staff from all colleges and instructional re-
source areas on campus in order to determine 

Michigan State 
University
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ized within and across units. 
The five liberal learning goals 
have also been aligned with a 
previously adopted set of global 
competencies. 

In its approach to general 
education, MSU is unique 
among Research I institutions. In 1992, MSU 
created centers for integrative studies in three 
areas: arts and humanities, general science, and 
social science. Because these three centers 
share primary responsibility for general educa-
tion and undergraduate liberal learning, and 
therefore face close scrutiny by institutional 
accreditors, the associate provost for under-
graduate education has requested that they pay 
particular attention to the assessment of the 
university’s new liberal learning goals. Accord-
ingly, the goals have been embedded into the 
syllabi, course materials, and curricula of all 
three centers. The centers have also begun to 
evaluate the effectiveness of their curricula 
and of general education, more broadly. The 
assessments implemented as part of these 
efforts are aligned with the particular goals of 
each center and with the university’s liberal 
learning goals, with implicit consideration of 
the global competencies. 

Over the past two years, due to an influx of 
resources and expertise from the College of 
Natural Science, the Center for Integrative 
Studies in General Science has emerged a 
trailblazer with regard to the large-scale pro-
grammatic assessment of the liberal learning 
goals. An important element of the center’s 
success has been the collaborative work of an 
affiliated faculty learning community. While 
the center has several of its own full-time fac-
ulty and staff members, most of the faculty and 
graduate assistants who teach the courses 
offered by the center come from departments 
in either the College of Natural Science or the 
College of Agriculture and Natural Resources. 
The lecture and laboratory courses are led by 
graduate students, postdoctoral scholars, and 
faculty—including non-tenure-track, tenure-
track, and tenured members. 

The center offers both online and campus-
based courses, as well as international study 
abroad and United States–based study away 
experiences. In addition to location, several 
other factors can account for wide variation 
among the sections of a similar course. These 

include the varying integration 
of sciences, the level of student-
centeredness represented by an 
individual instructor’s teaching 
approach, the length of the term, 
and the instructor’s level of expe-
rience. This variety of experi-
ences and diversity of expertise 

has proven to be a boon for discussions of student 
learning assessment.

Because the center’s instructors are not required 
to meet regularly, there is a spatial and temporal 
disconnect between instructors of courses offered 
for non-science majors. This challenge has been 
addressed through the creation of a faculty learn-
ing community, a professional development venue 
through which like-minded faculty convene to 
discuss common interests (Cox and Richlin 
2004). Generally, such learning communities 
are led by one or more faculty facilitators, but 
all members have equal say in choosing the 
topics to be discussed and the training to be 
pursued. Cosponsored by the College of Natural 
Science and the Office of Faculty and Organiza-
tional Development, the center’s faculty learn-
ing community convenes monthly throughout 
the academic year to discuss programmatic evalu-
ation efforts, goals related to the desired student 
outcomes for general education, challenges and 
solutions to teaching and learning, and new 
initiatives to improve teaching and learning 
within the courses offered by the center. The 
meetings have helped provide the framework 
and common ground needed for a diverse 
group of faculty to engage as active learners 
and participants in shared dialogue. 

One center’s road to assessment  
and community
The Center for Integrative Studies in General 
Science’s faculty learning community was primed 
to respond when AAC&U contacted MSU in 
the spring of 2012 and invited its scientists to 
help evaluate the rubric for global learning 
that was then being developed as part of the 
association’s VALUE project. That spring, par-
ticipants reviewed the VALUE rubric for global 
learning individually, using an online survey, 
and as a group, during a face-to-face meeting of 
the faculty learning community. Prior to the 
meeting, the center’s assessment team conducted 
a thematic content analysis of participant re-
sponses to the online survey. This analysis was 
then used to focus the group discussion. During 

An important element 
of the center’s success 

has been the 
collaborative work 

of an affiliated faculty 
learning community
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themes identified by the con-
tent analysis proved useful for 
stimulating further discussion 
and generating questions. The 
meeting also provided an op-
portunity for faculty to discuss 
the types of student assignments they had used to 
evaluate the VALUE rubric. 

As a professional development opportunity, 
the process of evaluating the VALUE rubric 
provided training in how to use rubrics and, at 
least potentially, how to incorporate them into 
current teaching and assessment practices. 
Faculty participants focused on providing collab-
orative, iterative feedback for assessment and 
improvement, including active discussion of the 
rubric’s strengths and weaknesses, and explored 
ways to align individual course goals with the 
rubric—and ways to communicate these goals to 
students. They also shared effective, innovative 
instructional activities directly related to the 
goals of the rubric for use across courses. 

In addition to providing AAC&U with feed-
back that was used to inform the subsequent 
revision of the VALUE rubric for global learning, 

the evaluation process provided 
an opportunity for the center’s 
faculty to share ideas and 
resources across their own 
community of practice—and, 
therefore, across disciplinary 
boundaries. The group discussed 

the center’s next steps in adopting the global 
learning rubric, or other rubrics, for use in classes. 
Before participating in the rubric review process, 
many of the center’s faculty were unfamiliar with 
rubrics. These faculty in particular gained valu-
able training in the creation and use of rubrics 
for their own courses, and all participants came 
to a better understanding of the use of rubrics as 
a way to measure and improve instructional 
efficacy. Engagement as a community, rather 
than as individual faculty members, ultimately 
resulted in deeper understanding. 

Reflection on rubrics
By engaging with the VALUE rubric, members 
of the faculty learning community were able to 
consider the metacognitive aspects of their own 
teaching, including consideration of where in-
struction fits into the broader context of general 

Evaluating the 
VALUE rubric was 

particularly useful for 
faculty teaching 

study away or study 
abroad courses
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they addressed whether or not the student 
learning goals included as part of the VALUE 
rubric for global learning aligned with their 
courses and with the center’s curriculum. Faculty 
were able to recognize both unarticulated 
alignment with broad institutional goals and 
disconnects between practices and expecta-
tions. Evaluating the VALUE rubric was partic-
ularly useful for faculty teaching study away or 
study abroad courses, since these courses inher-
ently seek to expand students’ global perspectives. 
Those faculty were particularly interested to see 
how their students would perform on assessments 
using the global learning rubric and how they 
could align their course goals more closely with 
those included as part of the rubric. When partici-
pants identified aspects of the VALUE rubric that 
aligned with goals of their courses, they were able 
to discuss curricular interventions that they cur-
rently use and that could be implemented across 
courses. The group was also able to generate 
instructional innovations that would advance 
the shared goals. 

One assignment developed by a member of 
the faculty learning community asks each stu-
dent to identify and describe an environmental 
problem within their region and then to search 
for a comparable issue in a different county. 
The students are then asked to compare and 
contrast the likely efficacy of potential solu-
tions in both locations. Following their com-
pletion of this assignment, the students are 
given the VALUE rubric for global learning and 
asked to highlight the learning goals of the 
assignment and to identify their own individ-
ual levels of competency within each of the 
goals. This assignment addresses issues related 
to global citizenship and forces students to 
think about how they view the world and their 
role in it. The students’ self-assessments com-
monly overestimate their scores on the VALUE 
rubric, as compared to the instructors’ evalua-
tions of their written responses. But such mis-
alignments can be easily identified and then 
remediated through a feedback loop. 

In a related development, the faculty learning 
community asked technology and assessment 
specialists to develop online versions of the 
rubric using the MSU-specific course manage-
ment software. This online rubric will be made 
available to all center faculty who wish to use 
it in their courses. Results from these online 
assessments could be used in conjunction with 

programmatic survey data and course-specific 
student data to evaluate learning outcomes more 
holistically, either at the course, center, or 
institutional level.

A model for success
The integration of institution-specific goals for 
student learning with those specified by the 
VALUE rubric for global learning won broad 
support at MSU. The importance of evaluating 
student learning has been communicated 
across all levels of the institution, and assess-
ment is fundamentally aligned with a core set 
of learning outcomes that have broad support 
across the university. The development of 
MSU’s liberal learning goals and global compe-
tencies, along with their respective rubrics, and 
the adaptation of the VALUE rubrics have set 
the stage for the institution-wide evaluation of 
curricula and student learning outcomes. 

The success of the effort is due in large part 
to buy-in from the faculty who volunteered to 
participate in the faculty learning community 
as well as the financial and other support, such 
as letters of recognition and participation, 
provided by the dean of the College of Natural 
Science and the associate provost of under-
graduate education. These administrators have 
also provided resources to support the assessment 
of student learning outcomes campus-wide, 
which has led subsequently to further growth 
in the community of practice. Through its 
intentional efforts to maintain institutional 
focus on the goal of providing undergraduate 
students with a liberal education, MSU can serve 
as a model for other Research I institutions. n

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org, 
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Liberal education 
promises an 
intellectual fitness 
that exceeds the 
sum of its parts

JONATHAN MALESIC is associate professor of theology and director of the Center for Excellence in Learning 
and Teaching at King’s College.

Professional tennis Player Serena Williams trains like a hockey player (Crouse 2011). The University 
of Notre Dame’s legendary football coach Knute Rockne made his team practice somersaults and cart-
wheels (Langmack 1926). Competitive swimmer Ryan Lochte hoists and flips over 650-pound truck 
tires (Salter 2012). Their training may seem unorthodox, but consider the results: sixteen Grand Slam 
singles titles, five undefeated seasons, eleven Olympic medals. They’re doing something right. 

Thinking about how athletes train for competition raises questions central to college and university 
curricula: How does someone become excellent at a complex activity? Is it by practicing only that one 
activity, or by practicing many different disciplines? The line that connects tire-flipping to the four-hun-
dred-meter individual medley is crooked, at best. Would Lochte be a better, faster swimmer if he ignored 
the tires and spent more time swimming, practicing the one discipline that matters most to him?

Probably not. For one thing, he already spends several hours a day in the water. But more impor-
tant, to swim excellently, he needs to engage many different abilities at once, both consciously and 
unconsciously. And he can strengthen these abilities on dry land—in fact, he can probably 

strengthen some of them, such as the power of an obscure back muscle, 
only in a gym or on a field. The cumulative effect of supplementing his 

swimming practice with other disciplines is that he is physically fit in ways that someone who only 
swam would not be.

We take for granted that training in one physical discipline helps an athlete perform another 
discipline: martial artists run, runners lift weights, weightlifters practice martial arts. In the tight 
web of these disciplines, one competitor’s end is another’s means. If each discipline hones part of 
the body or develops a few discrete skills, then many different disciplines hone the body as a 
whole, making the athlete better not just at his primary sport but at any sport. Serena is a great 
tennis player, but I’d want her on my basketball team, too.

Intellectual fitness in curricula and professions
The physical fitness required to perform complex athletic feats has a parallel in the intellectual 
fitness it takes to perform complex mental tasks. At the heart of liberal education sits the idea that 
moderate training in several disciplines is better than intensive training in just one. Through exer-
cising students’ abilities in interpreting cultural artifacts; gathering and analyzing evidence; com-
municating; reasoning logically, historically, and morally; and so on, liberal education promises an 
intellectual fitness that exceeds the sum of its parts.

This model of education is faltering under heavy pressure, however, as colleges and universities 
adapt their undergraduate curricula to accommodate students being trained ever more intensively 
in ever-narrower degree programs in business, education, and health fields. Many universities con-
tinue to tout their comprehensive core curricula despite having a relatively small set of liberal 
education requirements for majors in business and other professional fields.

With accrediting agencies demanding that students in these fields learn a growing list of professional 
competencies, universities are responding by adding courses to those major programs. Space in the cur-
riculum for these new requirements has to come from somewhere. As a glance through the catalogs of 
many comprehensive universities will reveal, the space usually comes from exempting professional pro-
gram majors from some liberal arts requirement—natural science, language, fine arts. It’s equivalent to 
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telling Serena to spend more time on the court 
and less in the gym.

In crafting a curriculum, the choice can 
come down to deciding whether finance stu-
dents are better off taking a seventeenth busi-
ness course or a second literature course. The 
law of diminishing returns seems relevant here. 
That extra business course will exercise parts of 
the student’s mind that have already been 
bulked up. An extra literature course will 
develop other parts, giving the student better 
balance and flexibility as a thinker.

Paradoxically, promoting highly specialized 
professional training at the expense of overall 
intellectual fitness may even harm students’ per-
formance as professionals. Just as Lochte would 
be a weaker swimmer without his dry-land train-
ing, cutting back an accounting student’s training 
in history could make her a weaker accountant—
not to mention a weaker citizen. That is because 
in her career, she is likely to confront disparate 
documents and data, and she will have to deduce 
the connections among them. She may have to 
use these documents to develop a plausible 
narrative of what happened in the past. She 
might then need to write a report on how that 
narrative bears on what her client or company 
is doing now. An intellectually fit accountant 
will think like a historian, a scientist, or a 
sociologist tacitly, in a hundred small ways 
throughout her work day. Habits of mind she 
practiced in an otherwise forgotten anthropol-
ogy course will guide her thinking as she deals 
with unpredictable situations.

What I’m describing resembles critical 
thinking, which typically entails an ability to 
decode hidden meanings and evaluate argu-
ments. But I think that “intellectual fitness” is 
the better term; it more readily captures the 
way that good thinking is the indirect, cumula-
tive result of training in multiple complemen-
tary disciplines. Every academic discipline 
develops students’ intellectual fitness, but none 
does it alone. To acquire all the disciplinary 

modes of thinking that comprise intellectual 
fitness, modes traditionally associated with the 
liberal arts, students must learn from people 
who can perform each one excellently: the 
faculty in arts and sciences departments. 

Implementing intellectual fitness
What does this model of liberal education as 
intellectual fitness mean in the most practical 
sense, in the meetings where curricula are de-
signed and votes are taken? 

First, when accreditors present new compe-
tencies for accredited programs to teach, cur-
riculum committees, deans, and faculty should 
insist that reducing the number of required 
liberal arts courses in order to accommodate 
the new standards be an absolute last resort. 
The burden of fulfilling accreditors’ demands 
must fall upon the accredited programs. If they 
cannot find a creative way to please accreditors 
while preserving the diversified intellectual 
fitness that universities must offer, then they 
should reconsider whether accreditation really 
benefits their students.

Second, faculty and deans across the university 
should be called upon to demonstrate student 
learning in common skill areas, with assessment 
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results widely shared. The whole assessment 
process should be inclusive, taking place not 
just within departments but across them, so 
that finance and theatre faculty can hold history 
faculty accountable for how they train students. 
Professional students and arts and sciences stu-
dents should be assessed according to common 
rubrics. The Association of American Colleges 
and Universities’ VALUE rubrics, for example, 
are highly portable across academic units (see 
www.aacu.org/value/rubrics). Programs hosting 
students whose learning gains lag should adjust 
their curricula accordingly, recognizing that 
the training their students need may have to 
come from a different department.

Third, faculty in the arts and sciences should 
argue strongly in favor of not only critical 
thinking but disciplinary thinking—thinking 
philosophically, historically, social scientifically, 
artistically, etc.—as a primary goal of liberal 
education. By emphasizing disciplinary thinking, 
we acknowledge the distinctive elements of intel-
lectual fitness that our particular expertise imparts.

Fourth, faculty should make the case to 
students about why liberal education matters. 
Many of us do. But we must not think that the 
terms we use when addressing regional accred-
iting bodies will convince many students. We 
need to make our case in a way that students 
will find compelling—even viscerally so.

A gym for the mind
I tell new college students that their tuition buys 
them a gym membership for the mind. (As a 
bonus, the college throws in a regular gym mem-
bership, too.) Extending the metaphor, I say 
that it isn’t enough just to pay the dues, to have 
the membership as a credential. That alone does 
not purchase intellectual fitness. Only hard 
work does. And after a tough mental workout, 
their brains might hurt, but that hurt just means 
that they are getting intellectually stronger. If they 

learn to do the exercises properly and work at 
them diligently, then they will begin to see 
improvement in their core intellectual fitness.

As a theology professor, I teach what 
amounts to tire-flipping, mostly to swimmers 
and runners. Years of graduate training taught 
me to flip tires well. My teachers were world 
champions. I’ve seen them flip half-ton tires 
uphill, one-handed. I learned from others, too: 
experts in jumping, in throwing, in disciplines 
that helped me to flip tires better. By the end 
of my training, I could flip tires in my own way, 
with my own techniques. I’ve never drawn a 
bow or run a steeplechase, but when it comes 
to tire-flipping, I know what I’m doing.

Before taking my class, some of my students 
never even imagined that tires could be flipped—
and certainly not for fun or profit. I start them 
out on ordinary Goodyears, and we work up 
from there. I don’t expect many students will 
decide that they were put on earth to flip tires. 
But that doesn’t mean that learning how is a 
waste of their time. Ryan Lochte knows: you 
don’t win the race only in the pool. n

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