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BY THE TIME YOU READ THIS MESSAGE, a synopsis of AAC&U’s 2009–12 strategic plan will be
on its way to your campus. The plan was developed in dialogue with members from across
the United States, and richly informed by our learning from the Liberal Education and
America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative. We are grateful to everyone who contributed to the
shaping of this vision for AAC&U’s future, and we will work hard with you to achieve the
intended goals.

We need to acknowledge at the outset, however, that making progress on the new strategic
plan will require far-reaching changes both in our core assumptions about educational 
excellence, and even more dramatically, in the way institutions and faculty approach the
design of students’ educational experiences.

Consider the plan’s title, “Aim High and Make Excellence Inclusive.” At first glance,
this may seem only a state-
ment of core values—for
higher education and 

certainly for the AAC&U community. Yet “making excellence inclusive” is a concept that
has far-reaching and potentially disruptive implications for every aspect of educational
practice. We can no longer assume, for starters, that “excellence” in the student body
means primarily what it came to mean in the twentieth century—large applicant pools, 
a low number of “admits,” and that much coveted label “highly selective.” Nor can we 
assume that a high ranking by US News and World Report is the acme of excellence.

“Making excellence inclusive” challenges us to focus instead on what it would take to
help all students, including those who start much farther behind, develop and demonstrate
cross-disciplinary knowledge, strong intellectual and practical skills, an examined sense 
of personal and social responsibility, and the ability to integrate and apply learning to complex
problems. To wide assent, AAC&U’s centennial LEAP initiative has described these learning
outcomes as “essential” because they are needed in every sphere of life.

But you, our members—administrators and faculty alike—tell us that far too many college
students are slouching through the curriculum, completing their courses, collecting their
credits, but, in fact, underperforming on many of the essential capacities they (and society)
need. Employers are similarly critical. And when AAC&U gathered focus groups of students,
we found that some very crucial outcomes—global knowledge, science, civic responsibility,
ethics, and diversity—are among their lowest priorities for their own learning. (For more
details, see www.aacu.org/leap.)

In their discussions, members of the LEAP National Leadership Council compared the
strategy for excellence we now have with the strategy we need. Up until now, business 
participants said, higher education has been “harvesting American talent”—selecting for it
in admissions, bringing it along, and providing the credential. But in a global environment
already becoming dramatically more competitive, the United States now needs to “develop
American talent” on a scale never before attempted.  

P R E S I D E N T ’ S M E S S A G E
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Whereas excellence in the past has been equated with high selectivity, excellence in the
twenty-first century will be determined by high expectations, high support, high hands-on
practice, and a very high degree of faculty and staff collaboration to create a much more
intentional and goal-oriented educational experience. Excellence in the future will require
us, in short, to focus as a community both on “essential outcomes” and on collective 
practices across the curriculum that help students achieve them.

Recently, a colleague told me that one of the accrediting commissions had considered
whether teams should look for evidence of students’ critical thinking and communication
skills as part of the accreditation visit. They decided, however, that it would be too 
“intrusive” to set such a standard. I hope my informant was mistaken, but frankly, the story
had the ring of validity. “Non-intrusion” pacts are just as much a part of academic culture as
the commitments to excellence and inclusion. But as a value, non-intrusion virtually 
ensures an underachieving curriculum.

Most people in higher education certainly do believe in critical thinking and communi-
cation, as both “aims” and “outcomes” of college. Yet many of our colleagues are decidedly
reluctant to ask an institution or a department or even most students to demonstrate that
they are working intentionally and developmentally to achieve these goals.

Let’s be honest with ourselves. If we want actually to nurture advanced learning,
then intrusion is an integral part of the task. Conversely, if we’re willing to settle for 
harvesting rather than developing students, then we need to recognize that higher education
will remain, as it is, dramatically tilted toward higher income students who,
thanks to their family resources, typically do better on the measures that have
come to define “exclusive excellence.”

AAC&U is fiercely opposed, of course, to external efforts to dictate the cur-
riculum. Freedom from external bureaucratic management has been a huge
factor in higher education’s success, and that freedom must be maintained. But
the corollary of freedom is responsibility. It is our responsibility to define our
core purposes. And there’s no getting around it: some learning outcomes really
are essential, not elective, for every campus, every program, and every student.

But once we set these high expectations for ourselves, we have to attend to what happens
to students, as they progress, over time. We have to be assertive about our shared expecta-
tions, and we have to be intrusive in asking whether students have actually worked on the 
expected outcomes across the curriculum. Did faculty take responsibility for shared goals? 
Did courses emphasize them? Did assignments develop them? Did assessments provide 
formative—and eventually summative—evidence? Did faculty and staff act on that evidence?
Did we disaggregate our data? Did students get better? Did we?

With the LEAP initiative—a centerpiece of the new strategic plan—AAC&U has 
provided a set of “essential learning outcomes” that can serve as a point of departure for
defining your own campus goals—goals that should apply to all students, not just some of
them. We drew these outcomes from your insights; now we are ready to work with you to
put those insights into action.—CAROL GEARY SCHNEIDER

Some learning 
outcomes really are
essential, not elective,
for every campus,
every program, 
and every student
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The remarkable growth of interdisciplinary studies in recent decades has
engendered both enthusiasm and skepticism. For the enthusiast, the spread of interdisciplinarity has
not yet gone far enough; for the skeptic, its encroachment has gone too far already. While it is probably
too soon to say whether, on balance, the rise of interdisciplinarity has had a positive or negative
influence on the academy as a whole, now may be the time to raise questions about the future of
interdisciplinary studies.

In practice, interdisciplinarity typically involves the integration of two or more disciplinary ap-
proaches in order to address common problems or to explore neglected topics. In other words, inter-
disciplinarity represents an attempt to redress limitations of the disciplines. In this sense, then, an
interdisciplinary approach is often ad hoc. Even when they are not amenable to permanent solution,
common problems can be exhausted. And the relationship between interdisciplinarity and the disci-
plines is a dependent one: there can be no interdisciplinarity without disciplines, and interaction among
disciplines often results in reciprocal influence. But how sharply drawn is the line between disciplinary and

interdisciplinary, really? Regardless of
its original impetus, an interdiscipli-
nary approach may eventually be for-

malized into a more or less distinct methodology; a more or less discrete body of knowledge may emerge;
an interdisciplinary field or program may evolve into something very like a discipline or department.

With respect to undergraduate student learning, the question to ask of interdisciplinary studies is
whether they put the cart before the horse. The benefits available to a faculty member who is already
grounded in a contributing discipline must surely be different from those available to an uninitiated
undergraduate. But is the emphasis on methodology achieved at the expense of content? What does the
student gain by using a combination of approaches that were developed within particular disciplinary
contexts to explore a contemporary social, cultural, or political issue rather than the traditional objects
of disciplinary study—and what does he or she lose? Using an interdisciplinary approach to teach 
science “through” complex public issues may be a good way to motivate students to learn, for exam-
ple, but is it the best way to acquaint them with the rudiments of physics or biology or chemistry? 
Is problem-based learning the best or most efficient way for students to attain the broad scientific
knowledge and understanding useful to civic participation and personal decision making? Or is the
emphasis on social relevance achieved at the expense of scientific content? 

As current trends do appear to favor the enthusiasts of interdisciplinarity, the concerns of the
skeptics should give pause—especially if, as Ethan Kleinberg argues in this issue, interdisciplinary
studies are currently at a crossroads.—DAVID TRITELLI

F R O M T H E E D I T O R
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New Grant Supports
Institute for Faculty
and Chairs
The Teagle Foundation has
awarded AAC&U a grant to
develop a new summer insti-
tute for faculty members and
department chairs. The pur-
pose of the institute will be
to support the development
of leadership within and
across departments for
strengthening and assessing
students’ achievement of es-
sential liberal education
outcomes within both the
major and general educa-
tion. In 2008 and 2009,
AAC&U will sponsor and
coordinate four regional
meetings on the needs of
faculty and departments.
AAC&U will also convene a
meeting of regional and pro-
fessional accreditors. Build-
ing on the regional meetings,
AAC&U will convene a “de-
sign charette” to develop a
summer institute framework.
The initial summer institute
for campus teams will be
held in the summer of 2009.

N E W S A N D I N F O R M A T I O N

AAC&U to Lead
Collaborative Project
on Student Learning
Assessment
Through its Fund for the
Improvement of Postsec-
ondary Education, the U.S.
Department of Education
has awarded AAC&U a $2.4
million grant to support a
new initiative designed  to
examine the multiple pur-
poses of learning assessment
and to test the validity,
comparability, and appropri-
ate uses of a variety of assess-
ment approaches. Titled
“Rising to the Challenge:
Meaningful Assessment of
Student Learning,” the ini-
tiative will establish a con-
sortium among AAC&U, the
American Association of
State Colleges and Universi-
ties, and the National Asso-
ciation of State Universities
and Land-Grant Colleges.
These three leading national
higher education associations
will work together to build
campus leadership and capac-
ity for implementing mean-
ingful approaches to student
learning assessment and for
using assessment results to
improve levels of student
achievement. 
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AAC&U MEMBERSHIP 2008
more than 1,150 members 

DOC 17%

ASSOC 12%

OTHER* 17% 

*Specialized schools, state 
systems and agencies, 
international affiliates, and
organizational affiliates

MASTERS 28% 

BACC 26% 

Upcoming Meetings
February 21–23, 2008, Inte-
grative Designs for General
Education and Assessment,
Network for Academic Re-
newal conference, Boston,
Massachusetts

April 10–12, 2008, 
Discovering, Integrating,
and Applying Knowledge:
Effective Educational Practices
for Today’s Students and 
Tomorrow’s Innovation, Net-
work for Academic Renewal
conference, Austin, Texas

October 16–18, 2008, 
Diversity, Learning, and
Inclusive Excellence: 
Accelerating and Assessing
Progress, Network for 
Academic Renewal confer-
ence, Long Beach, California

November 6–8, 2008,
Science and Undergraduate
Education, Network for
Academic Renewal confer-
ence, Providence, Rhode 
Island.

AAC&U Senior Vice
President Addresses
Council of Europe
Conference
At the Council of Europe
conference on “New Chal-
lenges to European Higher
Education: Managing the
Complexities of a Globalised
Society,” held in Strasbourg,
France, in November,
AAC&U Senior Vice 
President Caryn McTighe
Musil gave a keynote address
on the enduring qualities of
a liberal education. Musil
spoke of the need of twenty-
first-century students to de-
velop intercultural skills and
global perspectives. With
this conference, the council
launched “The University
between Humanism and
the Market: Redefining its
Values and Functions for
the 21st Century,” a new
three-year project. 
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IN TODAY’S competitive college market, “interdisciplinary studies” are a major selling point
for colleges and universities. These once marginal sites for innovative scholarship are now
prominently displayed in brochures and Web pages, and they are viewed as necessary for at-
tracting the best students. A Google search for “interdisciplinary major” turns up over six
million results that reflect a wide sampling of programs, ranging from fully funded and au-
tonomous departments to loose conglomerates of interested faculty. Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity has an interdisciplinary graduate program in the humanities, for example, and the
Claremont Graduate School offers a doctorate in cultural studies. There are interdiscipli-
nary programs in business schools as well as in the sciences. At one level, it is a testament to
the success and viability of the many interdisciplinary departments, programs, and centers
that they have gained institutional status. One could even claim that the twenty-first-century
university marks the ascension of interdisciplinarity as the dominant educational paradigm.

And yet, on closer examination, it is apparent that the academic structure and place of
the majority of these programs, departments, and centers are not substantially different
from the academic disciplines, departments, and divisions they were originally designed to
challenge. When considered within the broader context of the business of education in
the twenty-first century, this state of affairs may be more troubling and Faustian than it ap-

pears. In The University in Ruins (1997), Bill Readings argues that
liberal arts education—and the university in general—has under-

gone a profound change in its mission and identity as it has been transformed from a site
designed to foster a unified national culture into a corporate-style service industry selling a
vacuous and indefinable notion of “excellence.” The shift to university-as-service-industry
has led to a need for increased specialization to provide specific marketable skills or sites of
interests that can attract the student/customer. This most cynical reading sees institutional
support for interdisciplinary studies as an attempt to create and foster niche markets. Fur-
thermore, in striking this deal, interdisciplinary studies became complicit, if not responsi-
ble, for the fragmentation of the university into a series of localized specializations isolated
from, and in competition with, one another to attract niche customers/students. Thus the
interdisciplinary departments, programs, and centers found willing partners but at a
price: their interdisciplinarity. Far from marking the dawn of an interdisciplinary era,
this pact with the devil has marked the end of real interdisciplinarity.

Is the very success of interdisciplinary studies leading to its demise? And are they displac-
ing and discrediting the traditional disciplines along the way? Not yet, but these are real
and pressing possibilities. Then again, if Readings’s diagnosis of the contemporary univer-
sity system is correct, one might be tempted to regard these questions as moot and admit
defeat in the face of a higher educational system rendered ineffective and obsolete by cur-
rent political and market forces. The alternative is to take the threat seriously and use
these questions as a springboard to think through the past, present, and future of interdis-
ciplinary studies in an attempt to find productive and substantive ways for it to work and
flourish within the current university system. This is what I propose to do.

The professionalization of interdisciplinary studies 
Readings’s diagnosis takes account of the place of the university in a globalized economy, but
it does not take sufficient account of the profound disconnect between the market-driven
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ETHAN KLEINBERG is associate professor of history and letters, and director of the College of
Letters, at Wesleyan University. The author thanks Michael Roth and Michael Printy for their
thoughtful comments and suggestions.

Interdisciplinary Studies  

Is the very success
of interdisciplinary
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and the ideals of the faculty
who teach in it. Faust may have
been given a straight offer, but
the institutionalization of inter-
disciplinary studies was paved
with good intentions. The pro-
ject of interdisciplinary collab-
oration, research, and teaching
did not set out to replicate the established disci-
plines and departments but to reimagine them. 

In December 1958, Wesleyan University
President Victor Butterfield and the university’s
educational policy committee called for do-
ing away entirely with the traditional depart-
mental structure of the American university
system. They proposed instead to reorganize
Wesleyan University into a collection of
semi-autonomous interdisciplinary colleges
and divisions. The proposal was presented in
response to the perception that the existing
educational structure had led to an intellec-
tual malaise and the hope that this interdisci-
plinary reorganization would revitalize the
curriculum, the faculty, and the students. The
goals were idealistic and noble; to paraphrase
Butterfield in The College Plan in Perspective,
the plan would break through the artificial
barriers of specialized subjects and instead allow
these various fields (such as literature, philoso-
phy, art, and science) to “shed light” on one
another so as to “extend the body of knowledge
and ideas common to teachers and students
alike.” This, in turn, would force established
scholars and teachers to rethink their own
approaches and assumptions. Perhaps most
striking is that this plan sought to destabilize
the authority of the faculty and the disciplines
themselves by asking instructors to move
away from disciplinary pronouncements based
on past success and formulations and, instead,
to extend themselves beyond the areas of their
authority and expertise in pursuit of innova-
tion. For its time, it was a radical plan. Indeed,
it was so radical that it was not implemented.
Wesleyan was not reorganized, although in
1959 it did create three interdisciplinary
teaching colleges: the College of Letters, the
College of Social Studies, and the College of
Quantitative Studies—of which the first two
are still active.

In the decades that followed, the proliferation
of interdisciplinary scholarship and teaching
served as a key factor in empowering previously

marginalized subjects through
the creation of women’s stud-
ies, African American studies,
and others. These programs
brought together scholars from
disparate fields who shared a
common goal and who sought
to challenge the existing disci-
plines that had neglected their

fields of interest. But it is also true that as these
previously marginalized fields grew and legit-
imized themselves through sound scholarship,
curriculum, and teaching, they took on the
characteristics of the traditional disciplines they
were designed to challenge. Many of these fields
now boast journals, monograph series at univer-
sity presses, and professional associations with
annual meetings. Some have control of, or a
say in, the hiring and tenuring of faculty and
thus have developed institutional networks of
senior scholars who serve as referees. These are
all developments that mirror the preexisting
structure. This is not surprising, considering the
need for institutional support, in terms of both
funding and staffing, and the ways this support
appeared to promote the project of interdisci-
plinary work and teaching. The professional-
ization of interdisciplinary studies was also
necessary to blunt criticism from the more tra-
ditional disciplines and departments that in-
terdisciplinary scholarship and teaching lacked
sufficient disciplinary depth, that they could not
be sufficiently rigorous, and that there would be
no basis upon which to judge the quality of the
scholarship and teaching. 

Interdisciplinarity endangered
Thus interdisciplinary studies programs, de-
partments, and centers slowly entered into
the Faustian bargain that has given interdisci-
plinary scholarship and teaching institutional
status but has brought it to a crossroads. One
road leads to Readings’s “university in ruins.”
The danger is that interdisciplinary programs
themselves are becoming disciplines. This is
not to suggest that there is anything inher-
ently wrong with the traditional disciplines,
Butterfield’s observations notwithstanding. It
is instead to suggest that interdisciplinary pro-
grams are now in a position to make authori-
tative pronouncements based on substantive
and canonical bodies of work and, like the
traditional disciplines they sought to chal-
lenge, are losing the flexibility, spontaneity,
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It is essential 
that interdisciplinary 
programs, centers, 
and departments 

resist the temptation 
of total autonomy 
and independence



and open-minded approach that characterized
their development. Moreover, as these programs
have become more self-assured and indepen-
dent, often as the result of institutional sup-
port, they have become less beholden to the
various disciplines that once defined their inter-
disciplinarity. If this trend continues, then the
age of interdisciplinarity will soon be over and
“interdisciplinary” will become just another
buzzword. This development would dovetail
into the creation of niche markets where each
“interdisciplinary” site—American studies, Asian
studies, cultural studies, European studies, gen-
der studies—becomes its own discipline and
erects “artificial barriers” of “specialized sub-
jects” that wall them off from other disciplines.

There is another danger down this road:
dilettantism. Because these departments, pro-
grams, and centers were designed to be inter-
disciplinary, they were beholden to the
disciplines that contributed their faculty—
even if those same scholars were hostile to, or
frustrated with, their “home” disciplines. In
effect, disciplinary and departmental affilia-
tion was necessary to give these scholars and
programs methodological credibility. After a
recent conference of the Cultural Studies
Association, Jan Mieszkowski, the organizer
of a seminar on the status of economic thought
in the contemporary humanities, lamented
that “rather than reaping the benefits of some
magical polymorphic conglomeration of meth-
ods and ideals drawn from many fields, we
were left with no objects of inquiry and no way
to proceed” (pers. comm.). Cut loose from the
disciplines and departments that once anchored
the programs, both in the sense of keeping them
from drifting but also in the sense of weighing
them down, what is left to keep interdisciplinary
studies from becoming superficial? Have they
developed a sufficient and mature theoretical

and practical scaffold to guide their students
and their work? And if so, are they still inter-
disciplinary in any sense of the word, or do we
again reach the conclusion that they are simply
new disciplines? Either the institutional em-
phasis on and support of superficial teaching
and scholarship has compromised the integrity
of the university by drawing resources away
from traditional disciplines, or interdisciplinary
niches have supplanted and replaced the tra-
ditional disciplines in terms of utility.

Fostered by the material reality of the current
university system and the choices of the faculty
members who run them, interdisciplinary pro-
grams, departments, and centers are in danger.
The worst-case scenario is a situation where
the lofty ideals upon which interdisciplinary
scholarship and teaching were founded are re-
placed by the worst tendencies of disciplinarity
and interdisciplinarity alike: a secluded, self-
legitimizing, and backward-looking field that
lacks the rigorous foundation, methodology,
and autonomy of more traditional departments.

It is not inevitable that interdisciplinary
programs will succumb to the dangers they
now face, however; there is another road to
follow. As noted, it is the strength of these
programs that have led them to a crossroads.
It is not too late for interdisciplinary programs,
departments, and centers to draw upon their
symbolic and actual capital and to blaze a new
path, leading the rest of the university into
the twenty-first century. This would have to
be a path that eschews the market-driven
morass surveyed by Readings and that, instead,
navigates the university as a matrix of positive
and reinforcing connections. 

Julie Thompson Klein (2005, 78) has
outlined key criteria needed to foster inter-
disciplinary work in a substantive fashion:
“adequate economic and symbolic capital”;
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“full-time appointments in an interdisciplinary
program, center, or department”; “a secure lo-
cation in the organizational hierarchy of the
campus”; and “control of staffing.” While these
are essential requirements, the beauty and
utility of interdisciplinary studies reside not in
their institutional strength but, rather, in their
protean nature and their ability to build bridges
and make connections among the disciplines,
across departments, and throughout the uni-
versity. Thus, it is essential that interdiscipli-
nary programs, centers, and departments resist
the temptation of total autonomy and indepen-
dence lest they become isolated fortresses each
beholden to their own particular methodology,
ideology, or canon. This temptation is often
difficult to resist, especially as the promise of
independent power can appear to serve as
“payback” for past injustices or slights (real or
perceived) received at the hands of the tradi-
tional disciplines. When an interdisciplinary
department is “under siege” and pulls in from
the rest of the university to rely solely on its
core faculty, the teaching and discussion of
the field is restricted to the indoctrinated few.

The isolation soon leads to a sense of propri-
etary ownership and essentialism that short-
circuits the interdisciplinary project.

Two models
If the intellectual goals of the interdisciplinary
project remain greater than the desire for inde-
pendence and control, interdisciplinarity can
eschew the fragmentation and isolation of the
market-driven niche majors while creating
idea-driven connections throughout the uni-
versity. Two models are particularly instructive.
The first is the model of an interdisciplinary
program based on a large, cohesive theme that
spans multiple disciplines. Wesleyan Univer-
sity’s College of Letters is built on such a model.
Over three years, students in the College of
Letters are required to take five colloquia that
span from antiquity to the present. The con-
tent of the colloquia are great works of pre-
dominantly European literature, philosophy,
and history, but there is no fixed canon. Further-
more, each colloquium is taught by two profes-
sors from different disciplines and perspectives.
Thus, there is no single authority or approach
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for the students to imitate, and the larger theme
of “great works”—itself always under question—
creates a space where many disciplines inter-
sect in conversation, argument, dissent, and
even agreement. The goal is to destabilize au-
thority and authoritative pronouncements—
not to fall into relativism but, rather, to keep
the ideas at play so as to create a space for dy-
namic discussion. In doing so, one necessarily
cedes the authority inherent in the disciplines
and embarks on new and often untried domains. 

There is an aspect of amateurism in this sort
of interdisciplinary work that is often troubling
to the traditional disciplines, but this should
not be confused with dilettantism. One cannot
be expert in everything, and ideally it is the
question of the informed amateur or the con-
flation of two disparate approaches that leads
to creativity and fosters new and exciting re-
search. The added benefit is that the student is
involved in the project as an active participant
judging myriad viable approaches and choosing
the most appropriate one. 

A second model is project-based and brings
multiple disciplines together to address a
specific issue or set of issues. A program such
as “Science in Society” or “Feminist, Gender,
and Sexuality Studies” might fit this model
where interested faculty from multiple disci-
plines are brought together in order to address
a specific issue or set of issues and, therefore,
the particular combination of disciplines is
ephemeral. This protects the program from
becoming another “discipline,” while the im-
portance of the project itself protects against
dilettantism. 

Both models focus on dialogue, exchange,
and the infusion of new ideas, and accord-
ingly, both rely on the traditional disciplines.
In turn, the traditional disciplines are brought
into contact with each other not only through
the interaction of scholars and students in the
interdisciplinary projects but also through the
return of these scholars to their “home” disci-
plines, where they can share these new ideas
and approaches. Such exchange occurs when
faculty are discussing ideas instead of compet-
ing for funding. The success of interdisciplinary
departments, programs, and centers requires
institutional support, but it also requires inter-
nal self-restraint so that they do not end up 
as ersatz disciplines. Faust made his bargain
for himself at the expense of others; we must
avoid such selfishness. 

Conclusion
Interdisciplinary departments, programs, and
centers are poised to lead the university in a
new direction, but to do this we need to make
the right choices and follow the road of intel-
lectual generosity rather than isolated self-
interest. We need to guard against self-serving
desires that may appear to promise intellectual
autonomy and power but actually lead to iso-
lation, fragmentation, and ultimately, the end
of interdisciplinarity. We should work to
usher in an era when interdisciplinary depart-
ments, programs, and centers do not supplant
or replace the traditional disciplines but serve
instead to create pathways and intersections,
bringing faculty and students together for the
common endeavor of intellectual exchange.
The benefits will include the production of
knowledge through innovative scholarship, the
creation of working networks across the disci-
plines and departments throughout the univer-
sity, and most important, the fostering of an
informed and critical public. When no one dis-
cipline or method is privileged over another
and all the disciplines are connected, students
learn to be critical, syncretic, original thinkers
who interrogate authority to find the best and
most viable answers regardless of the question. 

In the end, intellectual generosity is the 
antidote to Readings’s diagnosis of a vacuous,
market-driven university of competing inter-
ests. And at their best, interdisciplinary depart-
ments, programs, and centers embody and
foster intellectual generosity. Interdisciplinary
studies are at a crossroads, and it is up to us to
choose the right road. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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CONSIDER FOUR DISTINCT PROBLEMS confronting society in recent
times, today, and perhaps, in the future: (1) finding a way to man-
age—or ideally eradicate—epidemics (e.g., AIDS, SARS, perhaps
avian flu); (2) achieving ways to manage or eliminate terrorism
and terrorist attacks; (3) finding ways to combat global warming
and related changes in the atmosphere before it is too late to keep
the earth habitable to humans; and (4) developing positive, 
effective, ethical leaders who have at heart the best interests of all
their stakeholders, rather than primarily their own interests or
those of groups to which they feel they owe allegiance as a result of

family, tribal, political party, economic, 
or religious ties. These four major problems,

in common with virtually all problems facing the world, can be
solved only through multidisciplinary thinking. They very well
could form the bases for problem-based majors and minors in uni-
versity settings.

Consider, for example, the management of epidemics. Successful
management of epidemics may well require biologists to under-
stand the cellular mechanisms by which diseases cause harm,
medical researchers to study potential cures, epidemiologists to
understand how the diseases spread, psychologists to understand
how people can be persuaded to behave in ways to minimize spread
of the diseases, political scientists to weigh in on how to work with
governments to adopt national and international policies that pro-
mote disease prevention, economists to study the costs of and fund-
ing mechanisms for managing epidemics, sociologists to understand
how societies perceive health threats and react to them, historians
to see whether we can learn from the past so as not to repeat mis-
takes, and perhaps others as well. Ideally, a single individual would
have some background in each of the areas so that he or she can un-
derstand the issues from a variety of disciplinary standpoints, rather
than just his or her own. In the absence of such background, the
individual is like the blind person feeling one part of an elephant,
but not understanding that it is an elephant that he or she is feeling.

Similarly, the problem of confronting global warming is an inter-
disciplinary one. In his movie, An Inconvenient Truth, Al Gore draws

It is the nature of 
real-world problems 
that they are 
ill-defined and 
ill-structured, 
and the sooner 
students learn to 
deal with such 
problems, the better
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disciplines to discuss the prob-
lem of combating global
warming, including film stud-
ies, meteorology, political sci-
ence, psychology, economics, graphic design
(in the creation of effective charts), and his-
tory, among others.

Responding to the four major problems men-
tioned above—and indeed, almost any serious
problem at a global or even national or local
level—requires problem-based, interdisciplinary
thinking. If this is the case, then is it time to
think seriously about alternatives to the tradi-
tional undergraduate “major,” which, in the
large majority of cases, tends to be focused on
just a single field of inquiry?

A problem-based approach
The current idea of a major (or minor) subject
may have made more sense in a less complex
and interconnected world in which the per-

spective and method
of one discipline
could be applied to
a fairly confined and
narrow problem. In
today’s world, how-
ever, few problems
of any significance
are either confined
or narrow. Rather,
they aggressively
cross boundaries that
render the perspec-
tives and methods
of single disciplines

incomplete and inefficacious. In effect, then,
we are teaching undergraduates to think in
ways that may prepare them less than ade-
quately for the problems they will face once
they leave the college environment and face
the outside world.

Of course, a liberal arts education teaches
students course content from a variety of dis-
ciplines, with most of the general education
occurring during the first two years of the college
experience. The problem is that students learn
to think in terms of silos, but do not learn how
to connect the silos of learning. It is rare that
students are taught how to integrate what they
learn in the various subjects they study, despite
the fact that such integration is, arguably, what
is most important in solving real-world problems.

The current system poses
three problems. First, in the
first two years of college, stu-
dents learn to think in silos
rather than in an intercon-

nected, multidisciplinary way. A problem-based
major or minor provides a way for students to
see beyond such silos. Second, when they major
(and possibly minor), students learn to think
more deeply in one or perhaps, in the case of
double majors, two of these silos, still without
learning what is most important: how to inte-
grate the knowledge across silos. A problem-
based approach teaches such integration of
knowledge. Third, students may not realize
how limited their thinking is. Like the car-
penter desperately looking for some task in
which to use a hammer, the student may come
to believe that his or her field provides the
answers, and that practitioners in other fields
have less to offer in the solution of complex
problems. A problem-based approach puts the
problems before the tools. 

As an example, an economist may come to
view the world in terms of idealized economic
models, paying too little attention to the psy-
chological factors that may contribute to the
solution of complex problems; conversely, a
psychologist may not fully appreciate the eco-
nomic problems inhering, say, in the manage-
ment of mental health care.

In order to prepare students for today’s
complex world, some schools engage students
in problem-based learning, trying to hone the
students’ skills in applying what they learn
to the kinds of problems they are likely to
face. But more often than not, problem-based
learning is employed within the silo of a sin-
gle discipline, rather than across multiple
disciplines. The result may be a false sense of
security in approaching problems from a uni-
disciplinary perspective.

Many colleges and universities have started
at least some interdisciplinary majors (and
minors). For example, at Tufts University, we
have majors such as community health, peace
and justice studies, and international relations,
and we are starting a minor in leadership. Such
interdisciplinary majors are often popular, but
may also be viewed by faculty with some sus-
picion because they are not conducted under
the auspices of any one department. More-
over, even they may consist of sequences of
isolated courses, where it is left to the student
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to draw the connections among the various
disciplines and how they approach problems.
This is asking a lot of students, as drawing
such connections challenges even the faculty
who teach the students. 

Perhaps it is time to think not only about
problem-based learning within disciplines,
but also about problem-based major and minor
subjects. Clearly, the problem a student might
study in such a major or minor—for example,
one of the four major problems identified
above—is not the only problem a student will
ever confront. But what a problem-based major
or minor can do is teach students the knowledge
and skills needed to think in an interdisciplinary
way, so that such thinking is seen as a model for
the kind of thinking needed to solve any serious
problem. Such majors and minors need not
replace traditional ones, but might supplement
them as a viable option for many students.

An assumption of the kind of program I
sketch is that learning approaches to the ac-
quisition and utilization of knowledge are, in
the long run, more important, at least to most
people, than is the particular subject matter at
a fixed point in time of any one discipline. For
example, it is more important to acquire the
perspectives of psychologists, economists, his-
torians, chemists, musicians, or philosophers
than it is to learn all of the knowledge that
currently is taught within the context of a
single-disciplinary undergraduate major. 

There are three reasons why approaches and
modes of thinking are of primary importance
in undergraduate education. First, for those
who truly want to specialize in great depth,
they have the option of going to graduate or
professional school and becoming deeply
steeped in a discipline. Often, however, stu-
dents specialize by virtue of the jobs they hold,
not necessarily only by virtue of the formal edu-
cation they receive. Second, no matter how
much material one puts in a single silo, the ab-
sence of a connection to other silos is what will
prevent the problem-solver from being able
fully to grasp the essence of a problem and how
to solve it in a multidisciplinary way. Third,
knowledge becomes outdated very quickly to-
day, or it is limited in terms of its applicability to
real-world problems. For example, in my own
field of psychology, there is precious little over-
lap between the content being taught in intro-
ductory courses today and the content taught in
1968, when I studied introductory psychology. 

Principles for forming a problem-based
major or minor
How might one go about forming a problem-
based major or minor? I suggest six principles
for the construction of such courses of study.
First, the problems constituting the majors or
minors must be truly complex, engaging, and
relevant to the concerns facing the world—
yesterday, today, and tomorrow. Students will
learn best if they are facing large, real problems
in their full contexts, rather than small, artifi-
cial, or context-limited problems. The problems
can be expected to differ across time and space.

Second, the course of study must be truly
interdisciplinary. It needs to recognize that
complex problems are not solved in a unidis-
ciplinary or even dual-disciplinary way. The
program must include instruction that crosses
a variety of disciplines, likely bridging aspects
of the humanities, arts, social sciences, and
natural sciences.

Third, the instruction must be truly trans-
disciplinary, bridging silos rather than merely
teaching an amalgam of courses across different
disciplines. In all likelihood, such instruction
would involve instructors working together
across disciplinary boundaries to teach students
to think across disciplines in solving problems.
An advantage of this kind of teaching is that
the instructors may learn just as much as, or
more than, their students.

Fourth, assessment of performance must go
beyond traditional disciplinary boundaries,
involving projects and other forms of perfor-
mance that encourage students to apply the
full range of what they have learned to the so-
lution of problems. Assessment of progress is
likely to involve the efforts of faculty across
and not just within disciplines.

Fifth, students must be shown the benefits
of the new approach. Students and their parents
are often among the more conservative elements
in a college or university environment. They
often want the traditional rewards of a college
education, such as a better job or better ad-
mission prospects for the future. Changes in
curriculum need to be linked, for them, to en-
hanced future outcomes. At the same time,
employers and graduate and professional
schools need to be sold on the idea that the
problem-solving skills and attitudes acquired
in a problem-based major or minor will be
highly useful in the world. The students learn
better tools for thinking, and to useful ends.
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warded for participating in such
problem-based ventures. The
form of reward will depend on
the particular situation of the
college or university. But if they
are expected to take on more than they have
done in the past, there needs to be, at the very
least, recognition of service, and in all likeli-
hood, a temporary reduction of other responsi-
bilities as they construct new courses based on
interdisciplinary, problem-based learning.

An interdisciplinary, problem-based 
leadership minor 
An example of the kind of program I am de-
scribing here is a program based on the prob-
lem of how one can create positive, effective,
ethical leaders for the world of the future (the
last of the four major problems identified at
the beginning of this article). At Tufts, we are
creating an interdisciplinary, problem-based
leadership minor to enable all interested stu-
dents to learn the skills and attitudes that are
essential to positive, effective, ethical leader-
ship. The minor consists of three tiers. 

The first tier involves courses across the dis-
ciplines that directly teach about leadership—
theories of leadership, research on leadership,
cases studies of leadership, ethics, and so forth.
The second tier involves courses in the entire
range of the liberal arts that pertain to leader-
ship, but do not directly teach it. Students
might learn about leadership through literature
(the foibles of Othello or King Lear), philoso-
phy (Plato’s or Aristotle’s views of leadership),
the history of art (how great artists have de-
picted leaders at different times and what these
depictions show about their views of leader-
ship), political science (theories of presidential
leadership or leadership as it applies in different
forms of government), history (studies of suc-
cessful and failed leaders throughout history),
psychology (interactions between persons and
situations that lead to successful leadership),
sociology (leadership of social movements),
anthropology (conceptions of leadership in di-
verse cultures), the sciences (the role of good
taste in problems in scientific leadership, the
interaction between theory and data in scien-
tific advances), and so forth. 

The third tier involves a substantial leader-
ship experience and a reflective paper written
about it that shows how what one learned in the

first two more academic tiers
can be applied in the third,
more practical tier. The paper
should be interdisciplinary,
cutting across the various 
disciplines that contribute to

a comprehensive understanding of what con-
stitutes good and effective leadership, from 
local to global levels. It provides a chance to
put together all one has learned in the various
courses one has taken.

Some might argue that what constitutes
good leadership—or addressing problems of
epidemics or global warming—cannot be di-
rectly taught, as no one is sure of the answers.
This is probably true. But it is the nature of
real-world problems that they are ill-defined
and ill-structured, and the sooner students learn
to deal with such problems, the better. What
one can do is to create the kinds of experiences
that enable students to learn about leadership,
global warming, or anything else. 

In my own undergraduate course on the
nature of leadership, I design a series of
experiences that enable students to learn
what it means to be a leader. As in most other
courses, I use books, articles, and some lectures.
But the course also contains more distinctive
features. Every class except the first and the
last features a leader taken from industry, fi-
nance, government, religion, education, con-
sulting, or some other field, who talks to
students for a quarter of an hour about his or
her own practice of leadership, and then en-
gages the students for another three-quarters
of an hour in a dialogue on how they can apply
the individual’s ideas to their own lives. In
this way, students learn from diverse leaders
in the everyday world how principles can be
transformed into practices. This is the most
popular part of the course, as it exposes stu-
dents to the thoughts and actions of people
confronting real problems in real jobs.

Almost all of the classes also include active
learning about leadership. For example, in the
first class of the semester, after I reviewed the
syllabus, an individual in the class spoke up,
loudly and obnoxiously complaining about the
syllabus and how unreasonable it was. Other
students were flabbergasted until I thanked and
dismissed the individual, who was a shill I had
planted in the classroom. I then pointed out
to the students that in leadership roles, the
question is not whether someone will publicly
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challenge your authority, but rather, how you,
as a leader, deal with such challenges to your
authority. I then divided the class into three
groups, and had each group simulate how it
would handle public challenges of this kind. In
another exercise, I taught in a blatantly incom-
petent way for five minutes. I then pointed out
that leaders always encounter, sooner or later,
incompetent team members who drag down
their team but who the leader is unable, for one
reason or another, to remove from the team.
Three teams then had to simulate how they
would handle an incompetent superior, coordi-
nate, or subordinate member of their work
team. In yet another class, students had to hire
a team member (a dean), going through the
steps of choosing the team member—from vi-
sion statement to job interview to the inter-
view in which the team attempts to persuade
the selected candidate to take the position.

Students also were actively involved in in-
terviewing a leader, analyzing his or her lead-
ership, and evaluating their own leadership.
They further analyzed, as a team, the leader-
ship of a well-known leader. Groups selected
leaders as diverse as Bill Clinton, Bill Gates,
and Kenneth Lay.

The goal of a leadership minor, then, is to
prepare students to be in the vanguard of new
leaders for a changing world. Rather than hope
students will inadvertently pick up the skills of
good and effective leadership, the minor helps
ensure, to the extent possible, that they do.
Most gratifying to me was when a student from
the class came to my office this spring and said
that he and other students had been observing
that the course differed from many others in that
the students could use what they had learned in
the course almost every day of their lives.

How to create positive leaders is only one
example of the kinds of problems students might
confront in a problem-based major or minor.
Other topics, such as how to deal with epi-
demics or other catastrophes, how to deal with
global warming, or how to deal with human
conflicts, also form bases for such academic
programs. In the end, problems are interrelated.
For example, there are many elements of crises
that are the same, regardless of their particular
content—whether it is war against an epidemic,
global warming, terrorism, or corruption in
leadership. Problem-based major and minor
subjects will enable students to learn the wide
variety of knowledge, skills, perspectives, and

attitudes that will enable them to solve the
wide variety of problems they will face in their
lives. Most importantly, students will learn to
think across rather than merely within silos—to
see problems in their full complexity rather
than in the limited ways any single discipline
can bring to bear. 

Conclusion
The proposal in this article is not without
challenges. Colleges and universities, and the
stakeholders within them, are used to tradi-
tional majors and minors, and have based their
instruction for many years on this traditional
system. Problem-based study would cause some
dislocation for those used to the traditional
system. But I view problem-based majors and
minors as a supplement to traditional offer-
ings, rather than a replacement. Undoubtedly,
most students would continue to major in tra-
ditional fields of study, which have served as
useful bases for undergraduate education in the
past and will continue to do so in the future.
Students should have the option of choosing
what they want to learn, and teachers the op-
tion of choosing what they want to teach. 

The kind of system proposed here is not alto-
gether new. Many colleges already have prob-
lem-based offerings. Tufts University is one.
Wheaton College in Norton, Massachusetts, is
another. At Wheaton, there is a program that
enables students to explore different areas of
knowledge and different approaches to prob-
lems in an integrated way. At Hollins Univer-
sity, students can study a concept such as
human freedom from multidisciplinary stand-
points, such as philosophy, psychology, sociol-
ogy, and political science. At the University of
Virginia, there are multidisciplinary majors
such as medical ethics. So the seeds of the kind
of system described in this article already exist. 

Such a system would probably have to be
phased in over a period of years, but it would
not replace more traditional offerings. Phasing
it in would have one great advantage: it would
prepare students to think in an interdisciplinary
way so that, when they are confronted with the
problems of tomorrow, they start with the prob-
lem rather than with their toolbox, and then
work with others to choose the set of toolboxes
that will best address the problem at hand. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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THERE WAS A BIT OF CONTROVERSY when my
name was announced as the 2007 graduation
speaker at Stanford University. A few students
were especially concerned that I lacked
celebrity status; it seemed I wasn’t famous
enough. I couldn’t agree more. As I have of-
ten told my wife and children, “I’m simply not
famous enough.” And that—in a more gen-
eral and less personal sense—is the subject I
wanted to address, the fact that we live in a
culture that barely acknowledges and rarely
celebrates the arts or artists. 

There is an experiment I’d love to conduct.
I’d like to survey a cross-section of Americans
and ask them how many active NBA players,
Major League Baseball players, and American

Idol finalists they can
name. Then I’d ask

them how many living American poets, play-
wrights, painters, sculptors, architects, classical
musicians, conductors, and composers they
can name. I’d even like to ask how many living
American scientists or social thinkers they
can name. 

Fifty years ago, I suspect that along with
Mickey Mantle, Willie Mays, and Sandy 
Koufax, most Americans could have named,
at the very least, Robert Frost, Carl Sandburg,
Arthur Miller, Thornton Wilder, Georgia
O’Keeffe, Leonard Bernstein, Leontyne Price,
and Frank Lloyd Wright. Not to mention 
scientists and thinkers like Linus Pauling, Jonas
Salk, Rachel Carson, Margaret Mead, and 
especially Dr. Alfred Kinsey. I don’t think that
Americans were smarter then, but American
culture was. Even the mass media placed a
greater emphasis on presenting a broad range
of human achievement. 

I grew up mostly among immigrants, many
of whom never learned to speak English. But at
night watching television variety programs like

the Ed Sullivan Show or the Perry Como Music
Hall, I saw—along with comedians, popular
singers, and movie stars—classical musicians
like Jascha Heifetz and Arthur Rubinstein,
opera singers like Robert Merrill and Anna
Moffo, and jazz greats like Duke Ellington and
Louis Armstrong captivate an audience of
millions with their art. The same was even true
of literature. I first encountered Robert Frost,
John Steinbeck, Lillian Hellman, and James
Baldwin on general interest television shows.
All of these people were famous to the average
American—because the culture considered
them important. Today, no working-class or
immigrant kid would encounter that range of
arts and ideas in the popular culture. Almost
everything in our national culture, even the
news, has been reduced to entertainment or
altogether eliminated. 

The loss of recognition for artists, thinkers,
and scientists has impoverished our culture in
innumerable ways, but let me mention one.
When virtually all of a culture’s celebrated fig-
ures are in sports or entertainment, how few
possible role models we offer the young. There
are so many other ways to lead a successful
and meaningful life that are not denominated
by money or fame. Adult life begins in a child’s
imagination, and we’ve relinquished that
imagination to the marketplace. 

Of course, I’m not forgetting that politicians
can also be famous, but it is interesting how our
political process grows more like the entertain-
ment industry each year. When a successful
guest appearance on the Colbert Report becomes
more important than passing legislation,
democracy gets scary. No wonder Hollywood
considers politics “show business for ugly peo-
ple.” Everything now is entertainment. And the
purpose of this omnipresent commercial enter-
tainment is to sell us something. American cul-
ture has mostly become one vast infomercial. 

I have a recurring nightmare. I am in Rome
visiting the Sistine Chapel. I look up at
Michelangelo’s incomparable fresco of the
Creation of Man. I see God stretching out his
arm to touch the reclining Adam’s finger. And
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then I notice in the other hand Adam is holding
a Diet Pepsi. 

When was the last time you saw a featured
guest on David Letterman or Jay Leno who
wasn’t trying to sell you something? A new
movie, a new television show, a new book, or
a new vote? Don’t get me wrong. I love enter-
tainment, and I love the free market. I have a
Stanford MBA and spent fifteen years in the
food industry. I adore my big-screen TV. The
productivity and efficiency of the free market
is beyond dispute. It has created a society of
unprecedented prosperity. But we must re-
member that the marketplace does only one
thing—it puts a price on everything. 

The role of culture, however, must go beyond
economics. Culture is not focused on the price
of things, but on their value. And, above all,
it should tell us what is beyond price, including

what does not belong in the marketplace. A
culture should also provide some cogent view
of the good life beyond mass accumulation. In
this respect, our culture is failing us. 

Education and the arts
There is only one social force in America po-
tentially large and strong enough to counter-
balance this profit-driven commercialization
of cultural values, and that is our educational
system—especially public education. Tradi-
tionally, education has been one thing that
our nation has agreed cannot be left entirely
to the marketplace; it must, instead, be made
mandatory and freely available to everyone. 

At fifty-six, I am just old enough to remem-
ber a time when every public high school in
this country had a music program with choir
and band, usually a jazz band, too, sometimes
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school offered a drama program,
sometimes with dance instruc-
tion. And there were writing
opportunities in the school
paper and literary magazine,
as well as studio art training. 

I am sorry to say that these
programs are no longer widely
available to the new generation of Americans.
This once visionary and democratic system has
been almost entirely dismantled by well-mean-
ing but myopic school boards, county commis-
sioners, and state officials, with the federal
government largely indifferent to the issue.
Art became an expendable luxury, and fifty
million students have paid the price. Today, a
child’s access to arts education is largely a func-
tion of his or her parents’ income. 

In a time of social progress and economic
prosperity, why have we experienced this
colossal cultural and political decline? There
are several reasons, but I must risk offending
many friends and colleagues by saying that
surely artists and intellectuals are partly to
blame. Most American artists, intellectuals,
and academics have lost their ability to con-
verse with the rest of society. We have become
wonderfully expert in talking to one another,
but we have become almost invisible and in-
audible in the general culture. This mutual
estrangement has had enormous cultural, social,
and political consequences. America needs its
artists and intellectuals, and they need to
reestablish their rightful place in the general
culture. If we could reopen the conversation
between our best minds and the broader public,

the results would not only trans-
form society but also artistic and
intellectual life. 

There is no better place to
start this rapprochement than
in arts education. How do we
explain to the larger society
the benefits of this civic in-
vestment when they have

been convinced that the purpose of arts edu-
cation is mostly to produce more artists—
hardly a compelling argument to either the
average taxpayer or a financially strapped
school board? 

We need to create a new national consensus.
The purpose of arts education is not to produce
more artists, though that is a byproduct. The
real purpose of arts education is to create com-
plete human beings who are capable of leading
successful and productive lives in a free society.
This is not happening now in American schools.
Even if you forget the larger catastrophe that
only 70 percent of American kids now gradu-
ate from high school, what are we to make of a
public education system whose highest goal
seems to be producing minimally competent
entry-level workers? 

The situation is a cultural and educational
disaster, but it also has huge and alarming eco-
nomic consequences. If the United States is
to compete effectively with the rest of the
world in the new global marketplace, it is not
going to succeed through cheap labor or
cheap raw materials, nor even the free flow of
capital or a streamlined industrial base. To
compete successfully, this country needs con-
tinued creativity, ingenuity, and innovation.
It is hard to see those qualities thriving in a
nation whose educational system ranks at the
bottom of the developed world and has mostly
eliminated the arts from the curriculum. 

The transformative power of the arts
I have seen firsthand the enormous transfor-
mative power of the arts—in the lives of indi-
viduals, in communities, and even in society
at large. Marcus Aurelius believed that the
course of wisdom consisted of learning to trade
easy pleasures for more complex and challeng-
ing ones. I worry about a culture that, bit by
bit, trades the challenging pleasures of art for
the easy comforts of entertainment. And that
is exactly what is happening—not just in the
media, but in our schools and in our civic life. 
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Entertainment promises us a predictable
pleasure—humor, thrills, emotional titillation,
or even the odd delight of being vicariously
terrified. It exploits and manipulates who we
are rather than challenges us with a vision of
who we might become. A child who spends a
month mastering Halo or NBA Live on Xbox
has not been awakened and transformed the
way that child would be if he or she had spent
time rehearsing a play or learning to draw. 

If you don’t believe me, you should read the
statistical studies that are now coming out about
American civic participation. Our country is di-
viding into two distinct behavioral groups. One
group spends most of its free time sitting at
home as passive consumers of electronic enter-
tainment. Even family communication is
breaking down as members increasingly spend
their time alone, staring at their individual
screens. The other group also uses and enjoys
the new technology, but these individuals bal-
ance it with a broader range of activities. They
go out—to exercise, play sports, volunteer—
and they do charity work at about three times
the level of the first group. By every measure,
they are vastly more active and socially en-
gaged than the first group. 

What is the defining difference between
passive and active citizens? Curiously, it isn’t
income, geography, or even education. It de-
pends on whether they read for pleasure and
participate in the arts. These cultural activi-
ties seem to awaken a heightened sense of in-
dividual awareness and social responsibility. 

Why do these issues matter to today’s stu-
dents? This is the culture they will enter. Dur-
ing the college years, they have the privilege

of being at some of the world’s greatest univer-
sities—not only studying, but being a part of a
community that takes arts and ideas seriously.
Even if they spend most of their free time
watching Grey’s Anatomy, playing Guitar Hero,
or Facebooking their friends, those important
endeavors are balanced by courses and conver-
sations about literature, politics, technology,
and ideas. 

Upon graduation, this support system comes
to an end. Graduates face the choice of whether
they want to be passive consumers or active
citizens, whether they want to watch the world
on a screen or live in it so meaningfully that
they change it. That’s no easy task, so we must
hope they don’t forget what the arts provide. 

Art is an irreplaceable way of understanding
and expressing the world—equal to but dis-
tinct from scientific and conceptual methods.
Art addresses us in the fullness of our being—
simultaneously speaking to our intellect, emo-
tions, intuition, imagination, memory, and
physical senses. There are some truths about life
that can be expressed only as stories, or songs, or
images. You don’t outgrow art. The same work
can mean something different at each stage of
life. A good book changes as you change. 

Art delights, instructs, consoles. It educates
our emotions. And it remembers. As Robert
Frost once said about poetry, “it is a way of re-
membering that which it would impoverish us
to forget.” Art awakens, enlarges, refines, and
restores our humanity. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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A Liberal Education Scorecard
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THE UNIVERSITY of Wisconsin–Eau Claire is
currently conducting an institutional self-
study as part of the reaccreditation process,
and we both have been heavily involved in
reflecting on what we do, on how we do it,
and on our structures for ensuring the best
quality of both. For us, this deliberate reflec-
tion has brought a moment of clarity that has
changed how we view ourselves as educators:

we have come to real-
ize the truly great dis-

connect between what we teach and what we
want our students to learn. While the details
of our story are specific to us as individuals,
the lessons we have learned surely are not. 

We are both computer scientists, and we
consider ourselves to be dedicated educators.
We work hard to modernize our courses and
improve our pedagogy. For nearly twenty years
each, we have kept diligently abreast of the
most recent developments in our field, inte-
grated these developments with the fundamen-
tal principles of our discipline, and worked to
develop intentional pedagogical practices for
teaching our students the resulting content.
While we believe this content is necessary for
our students as computer scientists, we now
understand it is not sufficient for them as citi-
zens or lifelong learners. In fact, when consid-
ered within the broader context of their lives
after college, the computer science content
we teach is the least important thing we want
our students to learn. 

Even our most successful graduates will
founder within a few months after graduation

unless they continue to learn and relate what
they know and do to the world around them.
Without the transferable knowledge, skills, and
attitudes that characterize a liberally educated
person, all the discipline-specific content
knowledge we impart today will be insufficient
for tomorrow. Unfortunately, we have left it
to our students’ own initiative and abilities to
extract these more important elements of their
education from the explicit discussion of the
less important discipline-specific content. We
must do better.

On being a liberal educator
How can we help our students understand and
embrace the most important outcomes of a lib-
eral education? This, we believe, is our primary
mission as educators, and we think the answer
must start with us—all of us. We must first
create a mindset that is truly student-centered,
one that supports student learning through a
cohesive and integrated mosaic of curricular
and cocurricular experiences united in common
purpose by the fundamental goal of transforming
students into liberally educated, global citizens.
As faculty and staff members committed to the
purposes of higher education, we must move
away from protecting and defending our special-
ized areas of expertise, whether in academic
disciplines or in cocurricular areas. We must all
become liberal educators who hold our students
and ourselves accountable for the desired out-
comes of a liberal education.

We understand how discipline-specific
(major) curricula are designed and how those
designs are influenced by the system of curricu-
lar rules enforced by an institution. We under-
stand the desire to create efficient pathways
within the curriculum that enable students to
navigate through those rules and meet general

P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

I
V

E
S

MICHAEL R. WICK is chair of the department of
computer science, and ANDREW T. PHILLIPS is
associate vice chancellor for academic affairs, both
at the University of Wisconsin–Eau Claire.

M I C H A E L  R .  W I C K  
A N D  A N D R E W  T.  P H I L L I P S

The scorecard 
provides a format
to guide, assess,
and document the
development of 
student learning



University of Wisconsin–Eau Claire



P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

I
V

E
S university requirements as a natural conse-

quence of taking courses in their majors. But
we now also understand that focusing too nar-
rowly on our own discipline and our “turf” has
worked against the purposes of a liberal educa-
tion. To make this point more clearly, we ad-
mit that we have found ourselves on occasion
proposing and supporting ideas that may have
been good for us as disciplinary specialists and
that have made our lives in academe easier, but
that do not serve students well for the future.
Again, we must do better.

Relevance to general education
Like general education programs at many 
colleges and universities across the nation, the
program on our campus is the product of over a
decade of incremental revisions and extensions.
And while not all of our colleagues will agree,
we believe the result is a complex labyrinth of
curricular requirements that is frustrating and
confusing to faculty and students alike, and
that is only marginally based upon a clear
philosophy of what general education should
mean or how it should support liberal educa-
tion. In fact, students no longer view our
general education program as the core, or
foundation, of a liberal education that will
empower them with the knowledge, skills,
and values for personal enrichment, lifelong
learning, civic engagement, and social respon-
sibility. Instead, they view general education
as a disconnected set of requirements to meet,
or obstacles to remove, so that they can “get
to what matters.” 

In a recent survey, first-semester students
enrolled in first-year-experience courses on
our campus were provided with five descrip-
tions and asked to identify the one that best
describes the purpose of a liberal education.
Despite the fact that one of the explicit goals
of the first-year-experience courses is to intro-
duce students to the purpose of a liberal educa-
tion, only 24 percent identified the correct
definition: “a philosophy of education that
empowers individuals with broad knowledge
and transferable skills, a strong sense of values,
ethics, and civic engagement.” The majority of
students (62 percent) selected “an integrated
collection of courses that includes philosophy,
history, literature, music, art, and science.”

The survey revealed that, as we have feared
for a number of years, our students equate 
liberal education with a collection of specific

disciplines rather than viewing it as the intel-
lectual foundation of their entire undergraduate
experience and their lifelong learning. How
can it be that first-semester students enrolled
in special courses that explicitly target liberal
education principles can so quickly “learn” to
equate a liberal education with a distributive
collection of courses in the arts and sciences?
For faculty and staff at colleges and universities
like ours, the answer is simple: our actions
speak louder than our words. 

Our general education program has grown
into a potpourri of over four hundred courses,
each satisfying one or more specific graduation
requirements. Students are quick to recognize
and seek out individual courses that satisfy
multiple requirements—the two-fers and
three-fers, or even the elusive four-fer—as the
most effective means for “satisfying GE.” More-
over, students are not the only ones who try to
kill two birds with one stone. Faculty mem-
bers often spend their student advising time
discussing the major requirements, while mar-
ginalizing the general education core. They
recommend, for example, that a student “take
this course to get both the X and Y require-
ments out of the way.” The result is a student
body that views the discipline-specific major as
the heart, or main purpose, of the educational
experience and that views general education
and liberal education as the “stuff to get out of
the way” via the path of least resistance. 

The liberal education scorecard
To guide our own evolution and development
from disciplinary experts focused on improving
our teaching in computer science to liberal ed-
ucators focused on improving student learning
on a broader level, we have developed a visual
tool that supports both intentionality and ac-
countability in the design of a student-centered
program of study (see fig. 1). The tool—which
we call the “liberal education scorecard,” or just
“scorecard” for short—can be used to help an
individual instructor, a department or program,
or even an entire institution maintain focus on
the learning outcomes of a liberal education.
The scorecard is not specific to any particular
discipline or to any particular curricular model.
It does not attempt to describe how an instruc-
tor (or department or institution) delivers a lib-
eral education, but rather it provides a format to
guide, assess, and document the development
of student learning.
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The scorecard overlays the three dimensions
of Bloom’s taxonomy of understanding (Bloom
1956) onto the essential student learning out-
comes identified in College Learning for the New
Global Century, the 2007 report from the Liberal
Education and America’s Promise (LEAP)
initiative of the Association of American
Colleges and Universities. The LEAP report
describes the essential goals, learning outcomes,
and guiding principles of a twenty-first-century
college education. To be fully accurate, we have
modified both the taxonomy and the LEAP
outcomes in three important ways. First, the

levels of understanding associated with the skill
(or psychomotor) domain are based not on the
work of Bloom but, instead, on the subsequent
work of Dave (1970), whose version is more
relevant for skill development related to work
and life. Second, following Anderson and
Krathwohl’s revision of Bloom’s original tax-
onomy (2001), the two highest levels of be-
havior in the cognitive domain are “evaluate”
and “create,” rather than “synthesize” and
“evaluate.” However, we retain the labeling
of the second level of understanding, using
“comprehend” rather than “understand.”
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And third, the LEAP skills of critical think-
ing, creative thinking, and problem solving
are represented as the core of integrative
learning, which draws from all of the learning
outcomes in each of the three domains.

In the scorecard model, the concentric circles
within each domain expand outward from the
most basic level of understanding at the center
to the most advanced level of understanding at
the perimeter. Ideally, we would like every
student to achieve the highest possible level of
understanding in each dimension for all three
domains, but such a goal is much too ambitious

for a single baccalaureate program of study. In
fact, expecting students to reach the highest
level of understanding (the perimeter) in each
dimension and in each domain would proba-
bly spread resources too thinly and fail to do
justice to any dimension or domain. Instead,
instructors, programs, or institutions should
intentionally reflect on their core values and
their mission in order to determine the level of
expected attainment in each dimension and
domain that is most appropriate and realistic
for their particular students. It should come as
no surprise that the levels of attainment might
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Figure 2a Sample Liberal Education Scorecard: “Great Books” Emphasis
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differ from one dimension to another; different
instructors and programs and institutions surely
will emphasize different components of a lib-
eral education, and at different levels, based
on their varied roles and missions. This is en-
tirely appropriate.

As a specific example, the scorecard shown
in figure 2a might represent the desired level
of educational achievement expected of all
graduates of a program that emphasizes the
“great books” approach, whereas the scorecard
in Figure 2b might represent the achievement
expected in a program that emphasizes “scientific

reasoning.” Such a scorecard can represent any
type of educational program—general education
programs, major programs, minor programs,
cocurricular programs, and so forth. In fact, it
shouldn’t be difficult to visualize the scorecard
for a forensics team or even a volleyball team.
The granularity with which each dimension is
further subdivided into subdimensions corre-
sponding to various program-specific goals or
outcomes can be varied to meet the needs of the
analysis. (For the sake of simplicity, however,
most of our figures assume no subdimensions.)
The point is that the scorecard provides a way
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cation outcomes, the level at which students
are expected to achieve them, and the granu-
larity at which we wish to measure them.

If the scorecards created for each curricular
and cocurricular program at an institution are
overlaid, the resulting composite scorecard
presents a picture of the core values and mission
of the institution. Imagine the insight to be
gained from comparing this “living mission”
to the official mission stated in the institu-
tion’s formal documents. Further, the areas of
such a composite scorecard that appear in
each academic program essentially constitute
the general education program, since they
represent the common knowledge and skills
that all students are expected to learn or expe-
rience. This emergent approach to defining a
general education program can help an insti-
tution better articulate its core learning prin-
ciples, and it can do so while avoiding the
tendency to focus on disciplinary specialties
and academic “turf.”

In addition, the scorecard can be used visu-
ally to compare the difference between the de-
sired outcomes of an educational program and
the levels at which those outcomes are actu-
ally demonstrated by students. To highlight areas
for improvement (or celebration), an institu-
tion need only overlay the scorecard repre-
senting the learning actually demonstrated by
students onto the scorecard representing the
desired learning outcomes. That is, the score-
card can be used as a student learning assess-
ment tool. Over the last fifty years, educators
have made considerable strides in developing
assessment instruments that target the various
levels of Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom, Hastings,
and Madaus 1971; Phye 1997). While much of
this work involves high school content, the
material also can be extended to the university
level. The scorecard’s explicit use of Bloom’s
levels of understanding can provide focus and
guidance in leveraging this body of work to
assess student learning. 

The liberal education scorecard applied
At the beginning of this article, we shared a
personal revelation pertaining to our own
shortcomings as liberal educators. Here, we
discuss the use of the scorecard to better un-
derstand these shortcomings and to inform
our plans for self-improvement. For the sake
of brevity, we consider only the intellectual

and practical skills domain of the scorecard,
and in particular, only the intellectual and
practical skills associated with the development
of a software system—the hallmark of our
computer science program. As figure 3 shows,
we expect graduates from our computer science
program to reach the “articulate” level of under-
standing in the quantitative literacy and in-
formation literacy dimensions (relative to
software development); the “precise” level of
understanding in the written communication,
oral communication, and teamwork dimen-
sions; and because of our use of subdimen-
sions, the “articulate” and the “precise” levels
of understanding within the inquiry and
analysis dimension.

Using Dave’s terminology (1970), in the in-
quiry and analysis dimension we expect our
students to be able to adapt and integrate their
coding expertise to satisfy nonstandard objec-
tives (the “articulate” level of understanding)
and to be able to execute software engineering,
testing, and debugging reliably and independent
of help (the “precise” level of understanding).
Of course, these represent desired outcomes.
Figure 4 presents an expanded view of the in-
quiry and analysis dimension of the demon-
strated scorecard that corresponds to what our
assessment measures indicate students actually
learn in these four areas.
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For two of the four topical areas, we found
that student learning was below the desired
outcome in that subdimension. This begs the
question, whose fault is it that the students
fail to obtain the desired level of understand-
ing? In inspecting our curriculum, we found
that our program is designed to educate stu-
dents at the “imitate” level in debugging and
the “manipulate” level in testing, nothing
more. This suggests the need for a third score-
card, an enabling scorecard, to document the
level at which we actually provide experiences
that enable our students to achieve the desired
outcomes in each dimension. In the end, we
have what we desire for our students to learn
(the desired scorecard), what we actually have
our students experience (the enabling score-
card), and what our students really learn (the
demonstrated scorecard). Sadly, in our program,
we have a mismatch across all three. Alas, the
scorecards confirm what we have already ad-
mitted: as liberal educators, we must do better. 

As a result of this analysis, we are now mod-
ifying our computer science curriculum specif-
ically to include instructional experiences at
the appropriate level for each subdimension,
and more generally to include an explicit dis-
cussion of, and emphasis on, the liberal educa-
tion outcomes that are supported by this
discipline-specific outcome.

Conclusion
There are several important benefits to using
the liberal education scorecard. Foremost is
that it keeps our attention as educators on the
primary objectives: effective student learning
based on liberal education principles, and an
intentional approach to assessing the effect of
our efforts. In fact, we have come to under-
stand the purposes of the reaccreditation
process much more clearly as a result of devel-
oping the scorecard. We now see that it is not
about compliance or “passing a test” but
rather about being reflective and intentional
about our purpose and seeking to measure our
effectiveness.

We hope that by admitting our own short-
comings as liberal educators and by sharing
our growth experience and the resulting
scorecard model, we will encourage others to
find the motivation and humility to reflect on
their own maturation as liberal educators. As
William Faulkner said, “do not bother just to
be better than your contemporaries or prede-
cessors. Try to be better than yourself.” ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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EFFECTIVE UNIVERSITY LEADERSHIP has been
both the focus of concern and the target of crit-
icism for most of the past half-century. Univer-
sity leaders, it seems, can’t do anything right. If
they focus on intellectual leadership, they are
criticized for ivory-towerism and for not being
sufficiently “engaged” with their communities.
If they focus on external constituencies, they
are accused of neglecting the core purposes of
the academy, or worse, of intellectual cow-
ardice. We believe that it’s time for a reframing

of what, exactly, uni-
versity leaders should

be. We offer such a reframing in this article. 
Our argument is based on two related

premises. First, academic leadership is not just
for designated leaders but is a responsibility of
all members of the academic community.
This will require a return to a collegial model
of governance but with a modern twist. Our
second premise holds that leadership is more
than someone in formal authority trying to per-
suade followers. All members of the academic
community have both the opportunity and the
responsibility to step up and take on leadership
roles, whether formally or informally, and 
the choice to do so is anchored by vocation, a
sense of calling to a higher purpose.

Those who lead from the inside out engage
in two interdependent activities. They discover
their vocations (an intrapersonal activity),
and they lead with vocation (an interpersonal
activity). The interplay of these two activities
results in a form of leadership that is inner-
based and outer-focused, an institutional
activity (see fig. 1). 

Living with vocation
Finding your vocation is a lifelong process of
discovering who you are, who you desire to
become, and how you want to live your life. It
is a dynamic process filled with tensions, con-
flicts, challenges, and disappointments, but
also with joy and fulfillment. Living with vo-
cation involves three interconnected elements:
listening, reflecting, and committing. 

The word vocation is derived from the Latin
word vocare, which means “to call,” and one
cannot talk about vocation without first consid-
ering the notion of “being called.” Living with
vocation begins with the experience of listen-
ing for, hearing, and following a call. A person
finds his or her calling by looking inward. As
John Neafsey describes it (2004, 4), “from a psy-
chological perspective, the voice of vocation
can be understood as the voice of our ‘true self’
or ‘best self.’” Many refer to this as following
one’s “passion,” but vocation is deeper than
that; it inevitably requires sacrifice and hard
work. Finding a vocation is a deeply personal
process of going into the silence and creating a
space that will allow us to listen to ourselves.  

Living with vocation also requires engage-
ment in serious reflection. As Neafsey notes
(2004, 4), “however we understand it, the
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or something which speaks to our hearts in a
compelling way that calls for us to listen and
follow. This requires, first of all, a capacity to
hear the voice as it speaks within ourselves or
through our life experiences. Once we have
heard the call, we then face the challenge of
making intelligent and discerning and coura-
geous choices to follow where it is leading.” In
this process of reflection, two major questions
need to be addressed: Who am I? And, how
do I best serve others?

The first question concerns self-identity and
self-identification—developing a sense of self.
This dimension represents the source of the
calling, both internal and external. We get to
know ourselves—our talents, values, and aspi-
rations—not only through reading, studying,

and thinking, but also through interacting
with others and inviting them to challenge
our assumptions of what the world is like and
what our role in it should be (Mezirow and
Associates 2000). The second question refers
to the need to incorporate the social and in-
terpersonal dimension into finding a vocation.
How do we live and contribute in ways defined
by our relationships with others and with soci-
ety in general? To what extent is service to
others a central focus of our discernment and
action? From both religious and secular per-
spectives, social responsibility is more virtuous
than self-centeredness. This does not mean
that the ideal or only “true” vocation is one in
which a person is involved directly in helping
others, however; not everyone needs to be-
come a pastor or a social worker.

The third major element in living with
vocation is making a commitment to act upon
that vocation. Through listening and reflec-
tion, a leader with vocation determines what

he or she truly stands for and commits to act-
ing upon his or her values and beliefs. This
process is never strictly linear. One can feel a
calling without fully understanding it. One
may even act on a calling and only then begin
to reflect on its meaning and its implications.
Life experiences can reinforce and build on
personal commitments, but they may also be
opportunities that lead to commitment. 

Leading with vocation
There is a big difference between commit-
ment—the intention to act based upon a sense
of purpose—and action. Knowing how and
when to express this intentionality is the mark
of a good leader. Leading is essentially an inter-
personal relationship between leaders and fol-
lowers. Leading with vocation requires giving
voice to others, building relationships, and
recognizing—and rewarding—the contribu-
tions of others. It requires that leaders not
only discover their own vocations but also
“inspire others to find theirs” (Covey 2004, 5).
One does not have to have a formal leadership
position in order to be a leader. Rather, a
leader has simply to find his or her “voice,” 
a compelling reason to step forward. 

One of the most treasured images of academic
community is that of a collegium whose mem-
bers are collectively responsible for the good
of the whole. With the growth of a “managerial
culture” in the past several years, the need for
individuals throughout the academic commu-
nity to become “leaders in place” has become
acute (Wergin 2007). The concept of leader-
ship in place stands in contrast to other forms
of leadership that seek only to influence or to
protest. Leadership, whether someone is a
formal leader or not, requires a commitment
to helping others find their voices. One can
speak from passion and experience, with the
firm belief that motives are honorable and
that the message needs to be heard, and still
not be a leader. One can sound off at a fac-
ulty meeting about the latest administrative
incursion into faculty autonomy, and then
retire to the sanctity of a private office with
the smug satisfaction that comes from being
a voice in the wilderness. Or that same person
can commit to something much riskier:
helping others find their voices in a common
cause. By helping others find their own
voices, leaders play a special role in the lives
of their colleagues. 
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Daniel Goleman, of “emo-
tional intelligence” fame, 
recognizes the power and im-
portance of relationships. He
notes that the emotionally in-
telligent leader requires both
“personal” and “social” com-
petence, and that the leader’s
“primal task” is building “res-
onance” with others. “By be-
ing attuned to how others feel in the
moment,” Goleman writes, “a leader can say
and do what’s appropriate, whether that
means calming fears, assuaging anger, or join-
ing in good spirits. This attunement also lets a
leader sense the shared values and priorities
that can guide the group” (2002, 30). Gole-
man’s sense of social competence is not based
upon giving voice to others, but rather con-
sists of reading others’ emotions in ways that
are most likely to increase the leader’s influ-
ence. Our notion of relationship-building is
quite different. By finding his or her own
voice and then encouraging others to find
theirs, the leader who leads with vocation ne-
gotiates a relationship that is built upon iden-
tifying mutual values and purposes—even,
and especially, if not all those values and pur-
poses are congruent. 

Leaders of all kinds are keenly aware that
the contributions of followers are a key deter-
minant of their own success. They recognize
the work of others. The first step necessary to
turn ideals about relationships into reality is,
simply, to respect people. 

[Respect] begins with an understanding of
the diversity of their gifts. Understanding
the diversity of these gifts enables us to be-
gin taking the crucial step of trusting each
other. It also enables us to begin to think in
a new way about the strengths of others.
Everyone comes with certain gifts—but not
the same gifts. True participation and en-
lightened leadership allow these gifts to be
expressed in different ways and at different
times (DePree 2004, 25–6). 
Given the press for scholarship—especially

entrepreneurial scholarship—in the modern
university, DePree’s advice is not often heeded.
The differential contributions of faculty mem-
bers, even if recognized in theory, are often
not recognized in practice.

How does the leader with vocation draw out
and maximize these different qualities? One

way is by building on the con-
cept of organizational motiva-
tion (Staw 1983; Wergin 2003).
In order to enhance organiza-
tional motivation—that is, the
desire to work on behalf of the
group instead of individual
self-interest—the leader needs
to instill both identification
with the institution and effi-

cacy, or the sense that one’s efforts will have
tangible positive impacts. An effective leader
helps others identify with the organization by
building a relationship based on shared values
and goals, thus making the organization a source
of community and emotional support. He or
she also helps others find their organizational
niche, that place where they feel they are using
their gifts in ways that make a unique and
visible contribution.

Finally, the leader with vocation recognizes
the unique contributions of others by explic-
itly rewarding their uniqueness. In a vocation-
driven organization, people are evaluated
according to performance criteria that focus
on their ability to bring their gifts and talents
to bear upon the good of the whole.

Developing community with vocation
We began by focusing on the centrality of self-
awareness because the “personhood” of the
leader is vitally important. Yet leading from
the inside out requires more than just knowing
oneself and building relationships. Leaders
need also to know what to stand for and why,
and their motivation should always be directed
toward the goal of making the institution bet-
ter. Leaders with vocation lead from within,
but they keep their leadership efforts focused
on something outside of themselves—the in-
stitution, a program, or a cause. Simply stated,
leading is inner-based and outer-focused, not
outer-based and inner-focused. Accordingly,
developing community with vocation, the
third aspect of inside-out leadership, requires
leadership practices that are focused on the
organization as a whole. To that end, we rec-
ommend that leaders consider three practical
steps: first, create a sense of shared purpose
and hope for the future; second, develop a
collective consciousness; and third, reflect
critically on results. 

Creating a shared purpose, like creating
good working relationships, is a matter of
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voices. The inside-out leader
balances individual and orga-
nizational needs, and does so
“independent of consensus or
popularity” (Collins 2005,
11). This may seem like a dif-
ficult or even impossible task.
If leaders are ambitious “first and foremost for
the cause,” and if they must have “the will to
do whatever it takes to make good on the am-
bition” (Collins 2005, 11), then leadership
would seem to be a matter of rallying others
around the cause rather than empowering
them to make their own voices heard. But if
the leader has built and nurtured relationships
and given explicit and deliberate attention to
organizational motivation, then the paradox

dissolves. The group will have found its com-
mon cause, and the leader’s job will be to
make that cause explicit. 

Much has been written about the impor-
tance of a “shared vision” within an organiza-
tion, but as Peter Senge (1990) has pointed
out, a shared vision is not necessarily the sum
total of the individual visions, and it is not
necessarily shared by everyone completely.
That’s fine. Conflict within an organization is
natural, and it is essential to organizational
growth. The key is to negotiate conflicts
while maintaining a larger focus, to be con-
scious of organizational motivation at all times,
and to develop a sense of both individual and
collective responsibility. Both the successes
and the failures of the organization belong to
everyone; everyone has a stake.

Thirty years ago, James McGregor Burns
published Leadership (1978), which has be-
come a seminal work on the subject. Burns’s
distinction between the “transformative”
leader and the “transactional” leader has earned
a permanent place in the leadership lexicon.

What has been lost in most
quarters, however, is his defin-
ition of “transformative” ac-
tivity as that which raises the
consciousness of both leaders and
followers. Because “conscious-
ness” had long been dismissed
as an unscientific concept un-

worthy of rational study, this was a revolu-
tionary notion at the time. In a broad sense,
“consciousness” reflects one’s way of being and
one’s ethical and moral orientation. Thus,
consciousness “reflects both the interiority of
the self as well as the activity that one per-
forms in the world” (Daryanani 2006, 4).

The inside-out leader helps others find this
awareness. Jack Mezirow’s theory of transfor-
mative learning posits that the only way adults
can learn deeply and change ingrained behav-
ior is through “perspective transformation,” a
significant shift in the way in which one views
the world (Mezirow and Associates 2000).
Psychologist Robert Kegan (1994) suggests
that the most critical perspectival transforma-
tion in adults is the ability to cope with seem-
ingly irreconcilable stresses. This requires a
higher-order consciousness that displays an
ability to look at life in terms of systems, and
an awareness that value judgments have to be
made in the face of competing tensions. A
similar point is made by Ron Heifetz (1994),
who suggests that the truly effective leader is
able to manage “adaptive work”—that is, diffi-
cult situations in which neither the problem
nor its solution is easily defined.

Thus, balancing individual and collective
interests is not the only artful task facing the
inside-out leader. Leadership also demands
recognition of other tensions, all of which re-
late to a single common phenomenon: the
balance between challenge and support. People
have the greatest amount of intrinsic motiva-
tion when challenge and support are in bal-
ance—or more precisely, when the perceived
challenge of a task is just barely beyond one’s
own resources (Csikszentmihalyi 1997; Parks
2000; Braskamp, Trautvetter, and Ward
2006). The resulting dissonance generates as-
piration and energy. This positive dissonance
can take several organizational forms: framing
problems in ways that challenge conventional
thinking, taking reasonable risks, and exhibit-
ing patience and persistence in the face of
change that is neither predictable nor linear. 
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A group’s purpose and collective voice may
be clear, its aspirations energizing, and its com-
mitment to collective responsibility total, but
unless the group cares about and reflects upon
the quality of its work product, little organiza-
tional learning will result. The inside-out
leader will also want the group to reflect criti-
cally on its work and to commit as a group to
learning from what it is doing. As Steven
Brookfield has observed, critical reflection oc-
curs when we “identify and scrutinize the as-
sumptions that undergird how we work” (1995,
xii). In higher education, assessment is a major
avenue for critical self-reflection. The leader
must insist that the institutional contributions
focusing on student learning and development
are the focal point of all assessment endeavors.
That is, the focus is on what and how students
learn and develop, and not on how successful
the teachers and leaders wish to be. The ulti-
mate payoff is enhanced student learning and
development, not increased power or status for
the faculty or the administration.

Today, an increasing number of colleges
and universities worry about students’ devel-
opment of values and habits of mind. In build-
ing a culture of critical reflection, inside-out
leaders at such institutions would facilitate
discussion of the assumptions that underlie
educational practice: What are we doing with
our students, and why are we doing it that
way? What do we think this will accomplish,
and how will we know? Then, instead of de-
veloping a list of student competencies for
which faculty will be held accountable, the
inside-out leader asks: What will we do with
the evidence about student learning and de-
velopment we’ve collected? How will we talk
about the data and make meaning of it? How
can we learn from our experience? 

The inside-out leader
At the beginning of this article, we called for a
neo-collegial model of leadership that gives
everyone an opportunity to take on significant
leadership roles. The reader may have gained
the impression from the preceding pages that
“the leader” must occupy some position of for-
mal authority. If so, we should emphasize that
inside-out leaders by definition recognize a call-
ing to exert leadership in a given situation or
context, and then become leaders-in-place.
Whether designated leaders or not, they engage
in intrapersonal reflection, develop a sense of

personal commitment, move beyond themselves
to relationships with others in ways that galva-
nize their commitment to a common purpose.
They then work to create a community of hope
that reflects honestly on what it accomplishes.
And then they step back so that others can
lead in place as well. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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SAMUEL B. HUNTINGTON has famously (or in-
famously) argued that humanity’s future will
be characterized more and more by civiliza-
tional wars. This is because different civiliza-
tions are guided by fundamental beliefs or
values that are incompatible with the values
of other civilizations, and there can be no

compromise. In the
shrinking space of the

world today, frictions arise and ignite conflict
among the different peoples of the world.
Some believe the wars in the Middle East to-
day are evidence of civilizational conflict be-
tween East and West and confirmation of the
Huntington thesis. In other words, the differ-
ences between civilizations are “unbridge-
able”—and hostility and war follow inevitably. 

In fact, the Huntington thesis does consid-
erable violence to history. The foundation for
the Renaissance, the greatest flowering of
Western civilization, can be traced to the dis-
coveries of Muslim scholars centuries earlier
and the advances they pioneered in mathe-
matics, the physical sciences, astronomy, med-
icine, and engineering. Later, the science that
grew out of the Renaissance transformed the
Arab and Muslim world. So if we were to con-
sult history, we would not see an unbridgeable

divide between these two great civilizations
but a considerable amount of interpenetration,
if not cross-pollination. 

The three faiths in the Middle East trace
their origins to one common father, the
prophet Abraham. In fact, the three religions
pray to the same one and universal deity. It is
also the case that the two great civilizations,
East and West, owe their greatest achievements
to common roots, not only in Jerusalem, but in
Athens, and to the appreciation of reason as
the most divine attribute of humanity.

A shared belief in God and reason unites
our civilizations, and the modern university
can help reestablish and maintain solid bonds
between our civilizations by honoring the
fundamental values we share. The American
universities in the Middle East, which are
strongly committed to the humanities and in-
clude civilizational studies among their core
courses, are uniquely positioned to do this.
A deepened understanding of the Other—
what both unites and divides one people from
another—is the path to greater self-awareness
and mutual respect. The “dialogue of civiliza-
tions” that is practiced and preached in the
universities is an important counterpoint to
the “war of civilizations”—and one of its most
effective antidotes.

The cause of development
The cause of development is one of the most
potent forces uniting peoples today across so-
called civilizational divides, as well as one of
the most effective tools for defusing conflict.
The cause of development is a matter of ur-
gent necessity for the Middle East, as it can
bring palpable improvements to the societies
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there. At the same time, in the United States,
development has come to be much more than a
noble cause. The cause of development now
has an unprecedented hold on the public con-
sciousness in America. It is transforming cur-
ricula in universities, the languages that are
being studied, what we see on television and
in film, as well as what we read. It is the com-
mon discourse of rock stars. The cause of de-
velopment has also become a mainstream
concern of the United States government. 

Undoubtedly, 9/11 played a huge role in
pushing the cause of development into the
headlines—well, at least onto page two—and
the Situation Room at the White House. We
Americans now know, from the painful expe-
riences of that day, that our own peace and
prosperity are tied to the fate of peoples far from
our shores. We now know that deprivation and
despair, when neglected and left to fester,
threaten our civilization—and our lives, too.
Accordingly, since that day, we have seen in
this country an unparalleled commitment of
resources to the cause of development. We
also have seen a wholesale reform of govern-
ment institutions and decision making about
development programs to make them a more
effective and accountable arm of American
foreign policy. 

While Huntington and others might argue
that the forces of globalization in our shrinking
world inevitably bring dislocation and violence
among its many peoples, I would argue that it
has also united men and women of good will,
across civilizations, through a sense of com-
mon destiny and given them the tools to ad-
dress some of our most pressing problems. The
smaller world of today makes it much easier
to share ideas and best practices. There 
is no longer any excuse for cookie-cutter 
approaches or ignorance. 

The American universities 
in the Middle East
In the tradition of the universities of the Middle
Ages, today’s universities bring together a di-
versity of peoples from many countries as
scholars and students. Approximately twenty
thousand students, representing more than
seventy nationalities and most of the world’s
confessional groups, are attending classes at
the four American universities in the Middle
East this year. Among the matriculated are

the future leaders of their societies and the
world. They are studying medicine, pharmacol-
ogy, architecture, modern communications, law,
information technology, business administra-
tion, modern languages, economics, and gov-
ernment—all key to advancing development in
their societies and integrating them into a
world of wider opportunity. They are learning
to build bridges, literally and figuratively.

These students will join other alumni who
have risen to the highest ranks of their govern-
ments’ ministries and have become renowned
educators, physicians, poets, and business
leaders all over the Middle East. The list of
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graduates from the Lebanese
American University (LAU),
the American University in
Cairo (AUC), and the Amer-
ican University of Beirut
(AUB) is impressive. Notable
Americans include Zalmay
Khalilzad, the former U.S.
ambassador to Afghanistan
and Iraq and the current U.S.
permanent representative to the United
Nations, as well as Thomas Friedman, author
and columnist at the New York Times, among
many others. 

The American University
of Sharjah also has graduated
prominent leaders, including
Sheikha Lubna Al Qassimi,
who graduated with the first
cohort of Sharjah’s Executive
M.B.A. program and is now
minister of economy and
planning of the United Arab
Emirates. She is the first

woman in the history of that country to hold
a federal ministerial position and she is a
prominent figure at international gatherings
such as the annual Davos Conference. 
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It is vitally important that the opening (or
bridge) these universities provide to leadership
positions in the Middle East not be reserved
only for privileged students. For the 2006–7
academic year, the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) pro-
vided more than 1,250 students with scholar-
ships to attend AUB and LAU. USAID also
supports the Leadership for Education and
Development program, which provides fifty-
four full scholarships per year for young Egyp-
tians from the public national schools to study
at AUC. Two students (one male, one female)
are chosen from each of Egypt’s twenty-seven
governorates. This is the third year of the pro-
gram, which means that a total of 162 students
have received USAID support.

Moreover, a sizeable portion of the operating
expenses of the American universities is

dedicated to scholarships and financial aid. It
is noteworthy that at AUC, for example, 75
percent of the students receive financial assis-
tance. LAU allocated $14 million in financial
aid for the 2006–7 academic year. Assistance
is offered in the form of a work-study grant
that can be complemented by loans, scholar-
ships, and grants based on need and academic
qualifications. Around 1,600 students received
financial aid in 2005–6. During the same 
period, AUB provided almost $9 million in 
financial assistance. 

The experience of the United States in this
regard can be instructive. After the Second
World War, when academia opened its doors
to minorities and others formerly too poor to
attend, the university became one of the most
effective engines of social change. In the Mid-
dle East, the pace of such change is daunting
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to some, but it is critical to
defusing the grievances that
come from exclusion and an-
swering the needs of a bur-
geoning young population. 

As a measure of the com-
mitment to inclusiveness
and diversity, it is notewor-
thy that over 50 percent of
the chairs in undergraduate
classes at AUC are occupied by females. If that
doesn’t spur change, I don’t know what will.
Some 21,000 women have graduated from AUB
since the policy of female admission was adopted
in 1921. In 2003, there were 2,400 female un-
dergraduates at AUB and 400 female graduate
students. Forty-eight percent of all AUB stu-
dents are women. 

LAU was founded as the American School
for Girls in 1835. Since 1973, LAU has grown
from a college of 1,000 students on one cam-
pus in Beirut to a university with 5,900 stu-
dents on campuses in Beirut and Byblos. Its
student body today is 51 percent male and
49 percent female. In 1973, LAU founded 
the Institute for Women’s Studies in the 
Arab World. 

At Sharjah last year, there were nearly
1,800 students in residence in the university’s
dormitories. The undergraduate student body
is 57 percent male and 43 percent female. Ap-
proximately 2,000 students receive some form
of financial assistance either from university
funds or from external sponsors.

As the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme’s Arab Development Report (2002)
forcefully argued, Arab countries will not ad-
vance when one half of their populations go
uneducated. The American universities in
the Middle East are showing the way forward
with a commitment to gender equity and in-
novative programs.

Extension programs are one critically impor-
tant way of bringing education to underserved
populations. The Center for Adult and Continu-
ing Education at AUC, for example, brings
educational programs into the community by
providing low-cost educational and training op-
portunities for over 33,000 people of all ages each
year. The center also uses closed-circuit televi-
sion to reach students in remote areas of Egypt. 

It bears mention that these universities, while
important centers of culture, are also an impor-
tant part of the social and economic web of the

cities in which they are lo-
cated. They are a force for de-
velopment as generators of
employment in teaching, ad-
ministration, and the support
services that sustain modern
universities. Drawing on a
jointly programmed special ac-
count, the government of
Egypt and the U.S. government

have provided approximately 600 million Egypt-
ian pounds to help AUC construct a new cam-
pus. The new campus is a mark of confidence in
the future. It will also relieve the congestion of
downtown Cairo and be an anchor for develop-
ment of a “new face” of Cairo in Katamaya. 

Conclusion
We need to find ways to get the word out
about the continuing support of the United
States for the American universities in the
Middle East. A better understanding of Amer-
ican generosity toward these institutions may
help give future leaders in the Middle East a
more sophisticated understanding of the mul-
tifaceted engagement of the United States in
this critical region, and provide a needed cor-
rective to some of the most blatant propaganda
spread against us. It should be made clear from
all the years of support to these universities
that the U.S. government has not, and will
not, try to influence what is taught. The U.S.
government and the American people are proud
to support these students and to partner with
these universities in bridging civilizations. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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“IT’S GOING TO BE A BLOODBATH,” my colleague
warned. 

I had just become chair of a general educa-
tion task force charged with reviewing and re-
forming our core curriculum. And the
metaphors were running wild. We were about
to awaken the core-war giant, and it was go-
ing to be every department for itself, a zero-

sum game of winner
takes all. We’d be

carving up the pie, redrawing the boundaries,
parceling out the credits, and protecting turf. 

At about this time, my wife and I had some
good friends over for dinner, and they told us
a story about a couple they knew who had re-
cently discovered evidence of rats in their
basement. The wife, determined to find an al-
ternative solution to traps and poison, de-
cided to call an animal communicator. Upon
her arrival, the communicator was asked to
tell the rats that they should leave or an exter-
minator would have to be called. With these
instructions, the animal communicator went
down into the basement. After fifteen min-
utes or so, she appeared at the top of the stairs
and said, “Well, I told them what you wanted,
and they discussed their options.” 

“And?” the husband replied, doubtful all
along of her psychic calling.

“Like I said, I gave them the choices, and they
talked it over for quite awhile. But the long and
short of it is—the rats are still divided.”

I immediately thought of my new responsibil-
ities in leading curricular reform and of the need
to keep faculty more or less unified and on track. 

Actually, I entered into this grand experi-
ment in faculty collegiality with a great deal of
hope. I wanted to promote a different way of
thinking about curricular reform. I wanted to
facilitate the broadest participation possible.
I wanted to conduct patient and shared re-
search into best practices in general education.

Lucky for me, I had an excellent faculty
team on this project. And lucky for me, they
were also keenly interested in ways that would
make our work together collegial and produc-
tive. And lucky for us all, we were in agreement
that the current core was not working.

Core problems
From a general education perspective, the
core had been stinking up the place for some
time. During our last accreditation visit, the
evaluation team noted that our core curricu-
lum was an underdeveloped resource to sup-
port the university mission. Ouch. The team
also pointed out that the core was so open to
choice within the disciplinary distribution re-
quirements that it failed to guide students ad-
equately through common experiences. True
again. Beyond introductory courses in writing,
math, communication, and philosophy, all
other courses in the core had only to respond
to broad disciplinary distribution require-
ments; thus, an upper-division history, litera-
ture, or biology course, while not designed
with general education students in mind,
could be used to fulfill core requirements. 
In other words, the core served majors and
faculty interests quite well. The students? Not 
so much. 

The core was the ever-popular Chinese
menu. Or better yet, it was a mix of train
schedules. Students made choices based on
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when they happened to arrive at the station;
they were not particularly concerned about
where they would end up, as long as they could
get their tickets punched enough times to be
exchanged for that bigger ticket, the diploma.

Additionally, the evaluation team said that
without a committee or administrative struc-
ture to oversee the curriculum, program assess-
ment and improvement would be very difficult.
While a core committee of the faculty senate
had been established to respond to this charge,
there really never was a “general education
program” to bird-dog in the first place, just an
incoherent flock of courses with responsibility
for oversight nested within individual depart-
ments. The one exception, however, was our
mixed-bag foreign language/foreign culture re-
quirement, and the core committee did spend
quite a bit of time sorting out the criteria for
what could count as “foreign culture.” Still,
that was pretty much it. No general education
program, no real oversight, no real assessment,
no real improvement, and most tragically, no
real advocate.

Many faculty colleagues across campus were
also unhappy with the current state of affairs,
and a survey of opinion early in the process re-
vealed similar concerns, including the lack of
a clear connection to our institutional iden-
tity and mission, the offering of few common
courses, and the “roll-your-own” nature of the
curriculum. In addition, faculty were con-
cerned about the absence of clear outcomes,
the lack of sequential learning, the failure of
upper-division courses to respond to general
education needs, the lack of a universal for-
eign language requirement, and the absence
of funding for faculty and curriculum develop-
ment keyed to general education.

Beyond the accreditation team’s critique
and the faculty survey, the task force—com-
posed of twenty-five members of the faculty
across the disciplines, including the dean of the
business school and the vice president for uni-
versity mission and heritage—had issues of
their own. Primary among these was the desire
to make general education a shared interest of
all faculty—not only to promote collaborative
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responsibility for the curriculum, but also to
prompt serious dialogue concerning the cen-
tral academic enterprise of the institution.

Our general education identity crisis was
quite obvious to many. Not so obvious was
the solution.

First defining metaphor
Another metaphor occurred to me one morn-
ing as I watched one of my neighbors walk her
two dogs down the sidewalk past my house.
A young Labrador retriever was out in front,
chugging along full bore, intent on the path
ahead; a beagle lagged behind, head down,
sniffing and snuffling. Trying to keep her
balance, my neighbor was caught between 
the tug and the drag along, one leash yanking
her forward and the other pulling her back.

This is an apt metaphor for how our faculty
task force lurched forward and then back
again as we searched for a replacement model
for our core curriculum. Early in the process,
we divided into two teams. One group wanted
to leap forward, dream big, work deductively.
They drafted vision and mission statements,
mapped out learning objectives, studied best
practices. They were focused on future and
grand designs. The other team wanted to
move more slowly and carefully, inspecting
the lay of the land, not wandering too far off
course. They worked inductively, focusing on
the present realities and concrete, smaller
steps. In these two ways, we moved haltingly,
patiently, and at times, unsure of our destina-
tion and schedule. Still, we were making
progress. And eventually, we reached a com-
promise of sorts, a proposal that reached new
heights but still accounted for our hesitant
past and current circumstances. 

There’s also another image at play that was
particularly influential to me as chair. Raphael’s
The School of Athens portrays two great philoso-
phers walking forward in the center of a busy and
bustling crowd. Locked in each other’s gaze and
oblivious to those around them, each is clutch-
ing a treasured text. At left, Plato lifts his right
hand with a gesture toward the heavens, point-
ing to ideal and eternal truths. Next to him,
Aristotle extends his right hand flat out in front
of him, reminding his teacher of the necessary
realities of the world. This painting represented
for me the intellectual spirit of our task force,
understanding the need to account for both an
ideal vision and the conditions on the ground.

Second defining metaphor
The most startling and inspirational change
happened when we were developing our mis-
sion statement. Early on, we had agreed that
establishing an institutional identity would
require us to go beyond revising the categories
of courses; we would need to create an actual
curriculum with learning objectives that was
supported by administrative leadership, by a
faculty committee with real teeth, and by a real
budget. So as we began to develop a mission
statement, a new image emerged to replace “the
core,” that sadly worn and threadbare metaphor
that still controlled much of our thinking
about the curriculum.

In academic circles, “core” refers to the set
of common courses or requirements all students
must take prior to moving on to their ad-
vanced coursework in the major. Of course, all
sorts of harmful metaphors accompany this
way of thinking about general education, such
as general education as a waste of time or an
obstacle to overcome. But our core was never
really a core: students were still fulfilling re-
quirements with first-year courses into their
senior years—college algebra, for example,
and communication. In our mission state-
ment, we wrote: 

The General Education Curriculum is at
the heart of a student’s educational journey,
conveys the values embedded with a rich
Mercy heritage, and infuses personal and
professional practice with the spirit of lib-
eral learning. It provides a foundation for
learning for life and livelihood by exploring
a range of disciplines, their relationships,
and how they contribute to human under-
standing and the common good.

These conceptual metaphors—heart, journey,
convey, infuse, foundation, exploration—came
closer to describing the active and developmen-
tal learning we desired. Even the word “curricu-
lum” has its roots in the terms “current” and “to
run.” These contribute to the notion that a cur-
riculum is active and formative, that courses
flow into the stream of the curriculum, moving
students forward in their learning, progressing
onward toward participation in a larger world of
learning. Thus, maintaining “core” as the con-
trolling metaphor would not only fail to ade-
quately define a progressive curriculum but also
limit our ability to consider its rich potential.

Even more powerful to me was the first meta-
phor in the statement, “heart.” Containing
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“core,” this rich metaphor
suggests several beneficial and
related concepts, such as vital-
ity, life, bloodstream, infusion,
pulsing, conditioning, connec-
tion, rhythm, time, and flow.
But more importantly, it is
reminiscent of the emotional
requirements of teaching and learning. For
example, there is “learning by heart,” or how
we might describe the mindful embrace of a
subject, or how we become “flush with knowl-
edge”—that is, how our faces exhibit the
thrill and joy in knowing.

Third defining metaphor
We soon decided that an off-campus summer
retreat would help us accomplish more work
than was possible in our periodic committee
meetings. I arranged for two days and an
overnight stay at a retreat center, and con-
tracted with two facilitators to assist our
progress. First, the bad news: it was a fairly

slow-going, frustrat-
ing couple of days;
the dog walker was
everywhere, and I
was worried that we
would go away
empty-handed. The
good news is that,
during the last hour
of our time together,
one of our task force
members proposed a
new curricular

model that revolutionized our thinking about
the role and reach of general education.

From that point on, we understood general
education not as a distinct set of courses or re-
quirements, but as a journey. Students would
begin their general education experience with
a first-semester transitions course, a time to get
oriented to college learning and the character
of our institution. They would also take com-
mon courses in writing, math, philosophy, and
communication in the first year, as well as begin
to take a range of disciplinary requirements as
they moved into the second year. Next, as they
began to acquire learning in their major, there
would be a junior-level interdisciplinary course,
an opportunity to integrate fields of learning
to better understand a particular problem or

issue. Finally, they would
conclude with a senior transi-
tions course, an opportunity
to apply their general educa-
tion to real-world occasions
and to reflect upon its value
beyond the university.

This four-year developmen-
tal framework simplified our

thinking about the overall structure and path
of general education, and it also helped us in-
tegrate other desired requirements. For exam-
ple, while we wanted to add courses in
diversity studies, global studies, and service
learning, we had already agreed that we would
not increase the already substantial number of
hours required by the current core. But given
the transitional and formative nature of the
framework—and the large number of transfers
coming from nearby community colleges—we
decided that integrating these requirements
across the entire undergraduate curriculum
was the best approach.

Because we were better positioned to under-
stand the significance of students’ transition
into college life and learning, we instituted a
first-year cohort experience. This three-course
model would include a newly redesigned first-
semester transitions course matched with a
first-year philosophy course and a first-year
disciplinary seminar. The latter two courses
would contribute to students’ introduction to
university learning by focusing on close read-
ing of primary texts, analytical writing, and
concentrated discussion. And of course, this
proposed scheme would prompt faculty and
curriculum development on issues related to
first-year learning—another opportunity to
dissolve disciplinary boundaries and create the
shared conversations about general education.

It soon became clear to me that this journey
had a particular shape. That is, as I imagined
students’ transitions in and out, their growth
in knowledge, the breadth of their learning,
the integration of disciplines, their turn to-
ward more concentrated effort in their majors,
plus the reflection available to them in the in-
terdisciplinary seminar and senior transitions,
I began to see an image that graphically ex-
pressed our general education curriculum and
students’ experience in it. This was the “loop-
the-loop” metaphor, or as I sometimes pic-
tured it, the roller coaster 360-degree flip.
This metaphor worked for me for a couple of
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reasons. First, it clearly demonstrated the
coming in and going out of the college experi-
ence for students. Second, it offered a way to
visualize growth and reflection. But what I
like most was the inversion. The university
should play a countercultural role in society,
and overturning students’ misconceptions
about the role and value of a college education,
particularly general education, is one of the
major challenges we all face.

Fourth defining metaphor
A major challenge we currently face concerns
the need to overturn the faculty’s attitude of
neglect toward general education. Because our
core is primarily an “anything-counts” curricu-
lum, and because almost all major courses can
also fulfill general education requirements,
faculty have no incentive to attend to general
education as a distinct enterprise. Students
have no incentive either. Thus, silence prevails.

Further, because what counts as a general ed-
ucation course is defined by whatever depart-
ments decide to offer in any particular semester,
no real criteria exist for course inclusion, except
that the course must fit within the range of dis-
tribution requirements. This “up-for-grabs” atti-
tude toward students’ general education is big
on choice and freedom but thin on critical
analysis and judgment. And that is why core
wars tend to be bloodbaths. Lack of communi-
cation often leads to screaming and yelling.

As I said before, our task force heard this si-
lence loud and clear and proposed a process of
continual dialogue and improvement led by a
general education program committee that
would be responsible for the integrity and vi-
tality of the curriculum. It would also have the
power to propose changes to the framework if
necessary, without starting from scratch and
claw. Therefore, faculty and curriculum devel-
opment as well as the broadest possible partic-
ipation would be necessary. In other words, we
would have to turn faculty members’ attention
in new directions, shift their gaze toward new
occasions for learning and scholarship, and
more importantly, redirect their interests to-
ward a different set of colleagues outside their
customary disciplines—and more particularly,
toward a different set of students, intent not
only on acquiring expertise in a major but on
acquiring a coherent and integrated general
education with distinctive teaching and
learning expectations.

So instead of a process whereby faculty and
students filled in blanks on core curriculum
checklists, we proposed a process whereby fac-
ulty and students filled each other in on what
it means to be liberally educated. The task
force created both a framework of require-
ments and a process for promoting dialogue
about what should be included in the frame-
work. In other words, we proposed a collabo-
rative course of action designed to challenge
faculty to decide together, on an ongoing basis,
what general education students should learn
and demonstrate in a particular course or col-
lection of related courses. Faculty would em-
bark upon a shared path of common purpose
rather than trailing off into divergent routes of
individual and departmental concern. 

Getting along
To be clear, faculty have just recently approved
our program proposal. The real tests are ahead
of us as we move the process of faculty and
curriculum development along. It will require
quite a bit of getting to know folks from other
disciplines. It will require quite a bit of talk;
quite a bit of listening; quite a bit of give and
take; quite a bit of study, research, debate, and
agreement; quite a bit of humility, level-head-
edness, courage, and hope. That is, it will re-
quire quite a bit of what we expect our students
to gain from a general education. We should
expect to practice what we teach, and become
students of general education ourselves.

The dog walker, the heart, the loop-the-loop
journey, the shared path, the faculty as student:
these defining metaphors present useful ways
of conceptualizing general education reform
and the collegiality required of us all as we
strive to sustain our agreements and commit-
ments. There will be more defining metaphors
ahead; the trick is to know which to live and
work by.

And by the way, the rats did finally agree to
get along and out of there. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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THE TRENTON YOUTH Community-Based
Research Corps (TYCRC) at the College of
New Jersey engages undergraduate students in
research that helps make a difference in the
lives of children—particularly those living in
poverty. The students and I partner with non-
profit social service agencies that lack the re-
sources to hire external researchers to conduct
community needs and assets assessments or to
study the effectiveness of their programs. Such
research is increasingly necessary for the eco-
nomic survival of nonprofit community-based
organizations, not to mention for developing
effective programs and services. 

Initially, TYCRC was a one-semester course
in community-based research (CBR) methods
in which students completed a small “demon-
stration” project. This was a familiar pedagog-
ical model that comfortably allowed me to
experiment with engaging undergraduates in
CBR. Yet after attempting CBR within the
constraints of a single course, I quickly realized
the necessity of extending the length of the
program beyond one semester. The periodicity
of a semester constrains learning to particular
times (and typically to particular contexts)
and is mismatched with the real-time and
real-world nature of CBR. 

TYCRC is now a three-semester program,
achieved in partnership with the Bonner
Foundation’s initiative for creating multi-
semester civic engagement certificates, minors,
or concentrations. Students first enroll in a
course that grew out of lessons learned about
the preparation needed to support students in
engaging meaningfully in intense urban CBR
projects. The majority of students involved in
TYCRC have had little or no exposure to the

realities of inner-city children and families
living in poverty. While many have had well-
intentioned community service experiences,
the students were frequently sheltered from
up-close exposure to the hard realities of social
injustice and rarely engaged in meaningful re-
flection to deepen their understanding. Thus,
initial exposure to these realities and awareness
of the mission and strategies of community 
organizations is necessary for preparing students
for the CBR partnership. My challenge was to
prepare TYCRC students for yearlong CBR
partnerships in which they accomplish major
research projects with and on behalf of their
community partners. 

Three students work on each CBR project;
this small-team approach allows for collabora-
tion and support among students as well as
manageability in terms of project organization
and communication. Students are assigned to
CBR teams based on their interests and work
habits. I establish the initial partnership with
the community organizations and have pre-
liminary conversations about their research
needs. Students then join the partnership,
and the mutual work of defining and executing
the CBR project begins with a discussion of the
agency’s research needs. The students and fac-
ulty spend time getting to know the agency by
holding all meetings at the agency, and students
volunteer time in helping roles at the agency.
The students, with input from other partners,
conduct professional literature searches to
further inform the research questions. 

Once the objectives of the research are
clearly defined, a realistic research design is
defined, measures and data collection methods
are designed, and study implementation logis-
tics are planned. Research ethics are reviewed
by the institutional review board of either
the community organization (if available) or
the college. Students are instrumental in
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The Bonner Foundation engages
students in an intensive, develop-
mental, four-year, service-based
scholarship and civic engagement
program. Seventy-five colleges and
universities are currently working
to build and sustain an integrated
cocurricular and curricular model
for campus civic engagement. 
With support from the Fund for the
Improvement of Post-Secondary
Education (FIPSE), many of these
campuses have or are creating a
parallel academic initiative in the
form of a civic engagement certifi-
cate, minor, or concentration.
Articles in this series feature Mars
Hill College (Stanley Dotson),
Washington and Lee University
(Harlan Beckley), and the College
of New Jersey (Elizabeth Paul).
For additional information and
resources, including frameworks,
campus profiles, practitioner how-to
essays, and more, see www.bonner.
org or the AAC&U publication
Civic Engagement at the Center:
Building Democracy through
Integrated Cocurricular and
Curricular Experiences (forthcom-
ing 2008), which presents the model
along with strategies for developing
an in-depth academic initiative.

T H E B O N N E R S E R I E S O N

ST U D E N T
C I V I C

EN GAG E M E N T

A Community-Campus Collaborative Course 
to Prepare Students for Community-Based Research

ELIZABETH L. PAUL is interim provost and vice
president for academic affairs and professor of 
psychology at the College of New Jersey.



WI N T E R 2008 L I B E R A L ED U C A T I O N 49

The College
of New Jersey

The Downtown course takes 
a wide-eyed look at the harsh 
realities of inner-city poverty, 

while also appreciating 
the assets and strengths 

of inner-city residents



administering the data collection process, and
they take the lead in statistical analysis and the
presentation of results. The full partnership
participates in discussing and interpreting 
results, and in developing recommendations
for the agency based on the results. When 
appropriate, focus groups are held with clients
of the agency to gain their perspectives. The
agency defines the most useful format for re-
porting study results. Typically, agencies request
a formal research report as well as a presenta-
tion for agency staff, the board of directors, and
sometimes clientele. Students are the primary
authors of the research report, with substantial
input on multiple drafts from all partners. 

“Downtown . . . 
everything’s waiting for you”
To prepare TYCRC students for rigorous CBR
projects, I developed a course entitled Down-
town: Inner-City Youth and Families. The
name of this course was inspired in part by
Petula Clark’s classic rendition of “Down-
town” in which she croons, “and you may find
somebody kind to help and understand you.
Someone who is just like you and needs a gentle
hand to guide them along. . . . So go downtown,
things’ll be great when you’re downtown—
don’t wait a minute more, downtown—every-
thing’s waiting for you.” This classic 1960s
tune celebrates the wonders of urban life. The
Downtown course takes a wide-eyed look at
the harsh realities of inner-city poverty, while
also appreciating the assets and strengths of
inner-city residents.

The learning objectives for the Downtown
course include (1) providing exposure to and
stimulating awareness of the complex lives of
inner-city youth and families, particularly those
who live in poverty; (2) viewing real-life urban
complexities—needs and assets—through
multiple lenses, including both disciplinary and
community-based perspectives; (3) building
the cultural competency skills necessary for
working with and on behalf of inner-city youth
and families; (4) developing understanding of

social services, and gaining comfort interact-
ing with community professionals; and (5)
gaining familiarity with and comfort in travel-
ing around Trenton. It is expected that, upon
completion of this course, students are poised
to engage fully in a collaborative CBR part-
nership.

Downtown is a “course within a course”; it
is a community course within a college course.
Students enrolled in Downtown also partake as
citizen participants in the Trenton Community
Orientation Course (TCOC), an eight-session
program designed to foster youth advocacy
skills in concerned citizens. TCOC is a collab-
oration of the Association for Children of
New Jersey, Millhill Child and Family Devel-
opment Corporation, the City of Trenton,
and TYCRC. Other participants are typically
adult social service professionals, retired citi-
zens interested in finding volunteer opportu-
nities, or philanthropists wanting to learn
more about Trenton’s needs and assets. Each
session focuses on a different issue (e.g., child
abuse and neglect, education) and meets at a
local social service agency. TYCRC students
learn in situ about pressing inner-city issues;
they get to know many Trenton citizens; they
learn through observation, interaction, and
testimonials about Trenton youth and fami-
lies; they learn about numerous social service
agencies—including their economic pres-
sures; and they develop familiarity with and
comfort in traveling to Trenton. These com-
munity sessions are complemented by class
sessions at the college that include reflection,
relevant social science readings, and discus-
sion with area professionals about urban youth
issues and the role of research in social service
agencies. 

Each TCOC session includes continuing
team-building activities and interactive exer-
cises that challenge stereotypes and build
awareness of privilege and prejudice. But the
primary focus is on a particular social issue:
What is the challenge? How does the community
respond to the challenge (services, resources)?
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What can we do to help (both in terms of 
direct service and youth advocacy)? 

Sessions also include lunch, providing op-
portunities for more informal conversation
among TCOC participants and facilitators.
TYCRC students are encouraged to sit with
non-student TCOC participants—a tall chal-
lenge at first. At an early campus session of
Downtown, we brainstorm about conversa-
tion starters to facilitate their interaction. I
encourage honest discussion of the stereotypes
we hold of various sectors of TCOC participants,

and I prompt conversation about the stereo-
types we presume non-student TCOC partici-
pants hold of us. This evolves into discussion
of the dynamics of privilege and social status,
town-gown relations, and ways in which
stereotypes sometimes seem to hold a “kernel
of truth” but can be challenged and eroded.
Making an effort to get to know individuals—
identifying common interests, but also
appreciating individuality—is a powerful
strategy for weakening the prejudicial power
of stereotypes. 

Students’ major assignment in the Down-
town course is to complete a community
agency-sponsored “Issue Investigation”—an
in-depth analysis of an issue in which a com-
munity agency is interested. Examples of Issue
Investigations include a study of feelings of
hopelessness among contemporary urban
youth, curriculum development for a new
life skills and mentoring program for urban
teenage girls, and brainstorming about ways to
stimulate healthy peer relationship develop-
ment among urban youth. 

Issue Investigations require students to
work with community partners to define an
issue of interest and to articulate the commu-
nity agency’s need or potential uses for the
information. Students must have a series of
conversations with community partners, learn
about the mission and goals of the organization,
and think strategically about the organization’s
work. The projects require students to search
and consult various sources of information,
including scholarly research, demographic
and other public data, information on rele-
vant programs in other parts of the country,
policy positions and research, and informa-
tion gleaned through interviews or focus
groups with native informants. The Issue
Investigations also give the students some-
thing purposeful to talk about with adult
TCOC participants. Finally, Issue Investigations
give students a taste for doing something
“real”—with real importance, real relevance,
and real impact. 
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Learning outcomes and the impact 
of the TCOC course
Assessment of the Downtown course includes
surveys of civic attitudes and behaviors ad-
ministered to all TCOC participants before
and after the course; written reflections of all
TCOC participants about the course experi-
ence, including the experience of interactions
between campus and community participants;
and more extensive written reflections of all
TYCRC participants throughout the course. 

Comparisons of participants’ survey responses
before and after the TCOC reveal several sig-
nificant differences. (Student and non-student
participants did not differ in these results).
Most participants gained greater self-efficacy—
particularly a sense of being effective in the
community. Participants showed greater un-
derstanding of social problems and reported
engaging more often in civic activities. Partic-
ipants reported participating less frequently in
fundraising events, but they more often per-
formed volunteer work, participated in activities
that help to improve their community, and en-
couraged others to participate in community
service. Participants also reported that TCOC
inspired them to work on behalf of children and
gave them a specific idea about how they can
work on behalf of children. Participants’ written
reflections brought these findings to life. 

Exposure  
All TYCRC students reflected on how widely
their eyes had been opened by their participa-
tion in TCOC and Downtown. An important
function of the on-campus Downtown class
sessions was debriefing on the realities to
which the students had been exposed in the
TCOC sessions. This created a critical sup-
portive space in which to share observations,
express surprise and even shock, and begin to
fold this awareness into their widening sense
of reality. For many of the students, reflections
on the realities to which they were exposed
led to deepening understanding of life experi-
ences and communities different from their

own. I have also come to appreciate the trans-
formative power of Downtown for students
who have grown up in urban environments
and who are very familiar with the challenging
realities of inner-city life. 

We spend considerable time in Downtown
sessions discussing the many factors that con-
spire to create the complex issues for youth in
the inner-city—child neglect and abuse, early
substance use and abuse, gang involvement
and violence. My goal is to complicate stu-
dents’ often simplistic or “pat” theories or an-
swers to these problems. We consider many
different sources of information and different
perspectives. Another shift I try to engineer is
from individual attributions for the cause of
these problems (“they are just lazy”) to con-
sideration of external factors such as poverty,
prejudice, privilege, and power. We also dis-
cuss the tendency toward simplified and ho-
mogeneous beliefs about “outgroups,” people
we see as different or removed from ourselves,
as well as the societal function of simplistic,
external stereotypes and assumptions. 

Some of the most powerful and insightful
experiences come when TYCRC students inter-
act personally with Trenton youth. I collaborate
with Trenton leaders to plan and implement
Trenton Teens Talk youth forums on pressing
issues. One of these biannual forums coincides
with Downtown, and so I involve TYCRC
students in the event. Nearly one hundred
Trenton youth from the local public high
school, alternative high school, YouthBuild
site, and youth detention center come together
and participate in guided discussion. The event
starts with a brief motivational presentation,
typically delivered by a Trenton native in his
or her twenties or thirties, emphasizing the
power of youth voices in shaping the promise
of the future. 

The forum is comprised of four or five
twenty- to thirty-minute sessions, each posing
a thought-provoking question to stimulate
small-group conversation. A facilitator gently
keeps the conversation on track and documents
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the youths’ feedback. At the close of each ses-
sion, the youths’ responses are sent to a
“theme team” that compiles all responses and
creates a report in real-time during the forum.
Each participant leaves with a copy of the re-
port, and the report is distributed widely to
community leaders. The youth feedback, in-
sights, and ideas included in these reports
have led to specific school and community
changes and initiatives. 

Each TYCRC student joins one of the small
groups at the forum. They not only observe
the youths’ discussions, but they also eat lunch
side by side with the youths and get to know
them as real people. Participation in the youth
forum is a turning point in Downtown, stimu-
lating movement from exposure to growing
understanding. 

Deepening understanding brings new chal-
lenges for the students. They realize that once
their eyes have been opened to complex and
sometimes painful realities, it is impossible to
close them again. As they shed protective ig-
norance, they come face-to-face with civic
responsibility—no longer as an externally im-
posed “should,” but instead as a personal man-
date. This is the most difficult time during the
entire three-semester TYCRC program. When
I sense that some of the students are nearing
this point, I discuss my own experience of

getting to this realization and encourage them
to reflect and talk. I also invite individuals
from the Trenton community to join us for
personal reflection about their own paths to
civic engagement and responsibility. This is
the time to talk about building “citizenship”
into identity. 

Community building
Downtown ends with a TCOC graduation cer-
emony held in May at City Hall, where the
mayor of Trenton and other community lead-
ers address the graduates. All TCOC graduates
receive a certificate and a collection of local
resource guides and memorabilia. This is a day
of pride, accomplishment, and inspiration.
TCOC participants reunite in June at the
statehouse for a state advocacy day sponsored
by the Association for Children of New Jersey
(ACNJ). This is a warm reunion, reflecting the
camaraderie developed among all participants.
Most student participants return to Trenton
to attend the day’s events. Participants observe
an ACNJ press conference on a recent policy
issue regarding children, attend a committee
meeting, and interact with policy makers,
lobbyists, and other community leaders.

As TYCRC students move from this first-
semester experience into their yearlong CBR
project, their TCOC experience helps make
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Trenton feel like a “small world.” Having
traveled to many different parts of the city,
walked the streets with other citizens, learned
about the real-life experiences of residents,
and met inspirational social service providers,
TYCRC students begin to feel like part of
the community. 

Action 
A key aim of TCOC is to stimulate advocacy
efforts on behalf of children. A very broad
sense of advocacy is promoted, including such
actions as interacting one-on-one with youth,
registering concern about a youth issue with
a local leader or state politician, serving as a
youth advocate, or committing to advance a
cause through activism or community leader-
ship. Students’ issue investigation is an advo-
cacy effort, of course, but students are also
encouraged to participate in other advocacy
actions with TCOC participants. Through
these targeted service efforts, TCOC partici-
pants are drawn into the community, working
side by side with diverse residents. 

Perhaps the best outcome of Downtown is
the “fire” it sparks in the students. Students
emerge from Downtown burning to start their
CBR project! They approach the yearlong
partnership with enthusiasm, a sense of pur-
pose and belief in their efficacy, an openness
to and respect for their community partners,
and pride in working in Trenton. 

Conclusion: Implementing 
a developmental program
In TYCRC, students learn to be partners, citi-
zens, and public scholars. They internalize a
civic identity, recognizing both that they are
part of social systems and dynamics of power
and privilege, and that they can be agents of
social change. And they learn that research
can be a tool for strengthening community
agencies and for prompting social change.
Developing these identities takes time and
gradually deepening experiences, support and
challenge, and reflection and discussion—far

more than can be accomplished in a single
course in a single semester. 

Implementing a developmental program
poses challenges, including cost and role defi-
nition issues. While the course objectives of
Downtown may enable a larger class size, I
need to be sensitive to the balance of students
and non-students in the TCOC course, which
involves about thirty participants each year.
The primary facilitator of this course and I de-
cided that the majority of participants (ideally
about two-thirds) should be non-students.
Consistent with this limit, I have found that
twelve students—four teams of three students—
is a manageable class size in the yearlong CBR
phase, based on our efficacy in meeting com-
munity needs and in facilitating productive
work team dynamics. 

Carrying a course with a relatively small class
size across three semesters can challenge the
economics of course scheduling. On the surface,
the cost-benefit ratio may not seem to warrant
support of the effort. I also strive for an interdis-
ciplinary group of students. Addressing real-life
issues benefits from multiple perspectives and
skill sets. Thus, recruitment efforts are campus-
wide, and every cohort has included students
majoring in highly disparate areas. 

All individuals involved in TYCRC face
challenges to the traditional definitions of
their roles. Students accustomed to passive
learning in a classroom are stretched to em-
brace active learning in the community. Fac-
ulty too must step outside of the contained
classroom to collaborate with many other
“teachers” and to join as learners. The experi-
ence is demanding, and it becomes intense
and even all-consuming at certain phases of
the developmental process. All must broaden
the scope of their learning goals to include
personal development. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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MY UNIVERSITY invests a lot of time and energy in branding itself as Pennsylvania’s
public liberal arts institution. Much of the inspiration, it seems, comes from College
Learning for the New Global Century (AAC&U 2007), the report from the National
Leadership Council for Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) that clarifies the
definition of and the need for liberal education. The new liberal education, the report
argues, should focus on “Essential Learning Outcomes,” which teach students “knowl-
edge of human cultures and the physical and natural world”; “intellectual and practical

skills”; a sense of “personal and social responsibility”; and the
ability to learn collaboratively and interdisciplinarily through

“general and specialized studies.” I agree because these are crucial skills for dealing
with one of the major issues of our time: global warming.

To address global warming requires complex solutions that draw on scientific expertise
and a sense of community, local and global. It’s not enough to understand the science;
we must be willing to make social, cultural, religious, and economic changes as well.
Learning to look at the world from the perspective of liberal education should enable
students to understand that complex problems require complex solutions, to learn to care
for themselves by caring for others, and to share those concerns in the public sphere. 
At least, that’s what the LEAP outcomes suggest. To illustrate, I turn to the example of
Rachel Carson and Silent Spring (1962). Carson’s actions represent what’s best about a
liberal education put into practice.

Rachel Carson
Trained as a scientist, Carson used her expertise to help the public understand the seri-
ousness of environmental degradation stemming from the indiscriminate use of pesti-
cides. The behavior Carson modeled relied on more than her scientific know-how; it
also drew heavily on her sense of complexity and the ubiquity of processes, her attach-
ment to others, including nature, and her ability to turn a phrase while questioning 
behavior she saw as suspect—all attributes of a liberal education.

This perspective asks that we engage others from different disciplines, learn from
them, and then make their knowledge useful in our own lives. It’s not just the learning
of the different disciplines per se, but the process of learning how to learn from each
and assimilating that learning into our daily lives. If students come to understand that
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biology, physics, English, and history can each
shed light on the other, they are better prepared
to engage in the complex thinking needed to
help us deal with the problem of global warm-
ing on a day-to-day basis. What Carson told
us about pesticides sparked a national reaction
that led to the banning of DDT in the United
States (though it’s still produced in great
quantities for use in other countries). Global
warming has trumped concerns about pesti-
cides, and it appears that the public is ready
to listen. 

We usually ask that students specialize, but
in order to understand and begin to solve en-
vironmental problems, we need to learn how
to think ecologically—that is, about systems
and individuals and how each relates to the
other. We’ve got to figure out ways to talk to
each other across our disciplines, to value
each other’s knowledge and potential for
contributions in understanding our environ-
mental problems. The emphasis on broad

knowledge and collaboration is where liberal
education plays a crucial role.

This is not to say that we don’t need special-
ists, because we do. Carson understood that,
but saw the dangers. She writes (1962, 13),
“this is an era of specialists, each of whom
sees his own problem and is unaware of or in-
tolerant of the larger frame into which it fits.”
Approaching education from a liberal perspec-
tive can develop students with specialized
knowledge who also understand the larger
context of global warming and are willing to
talk about it with neighbors, to take action
at home and work, and to pressure politicians
to create large-scale change. 

Carson was also committed absolutely to
what she thought was right. According to bi-
ographer Linda Lear (1997), Carson had a
long history of concern about pesticide use,
beginning around 1938 and stemming from
her reading as editor in chief at the Fish and
Wildlife Service. Over time, she cultivated a
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network of friends from across a variety of
disciplines that helped her understand the
problems of pesticide use. Lear (1997, 313)
describes Carson’s method thus: “In the
process of her research, [Carson] established a
remarkable network of scholars in many fields
all over the world and created an alliance of
scientists, naturalists, journalists, and activists
committed to helping her document a spec-
trum of environmental abuses.” Carson knew
that she could not simply rely on her training
as a biologist and a zoologist to help her un-
derstand the scope of the problem. She
needed a wider range of expertise, of special-
ized knowledges, to help her fully articulate
the extent of the problem and to provide
alternative solutions.

But before hitting the lab, Carson believed
it was necessary for students to get to know
science the old-fashioned way—outside, in
context. As a result of her own experiences
and learning, Carson came to understand the
dependence of all things, including humans,
on complex processes. Taught well, a liberal
education helps students understand their re-
liance on natural resources and processes. 

Interdisciplinarity
Carson realized that it wasn’t enough to talk
about the problems of pesticide use in the lan-
guage of science, often inaccessible to the
layperson (but necessary for specialists, I be-
lieve). In seeking to charge her subject with
emotion, Carson used literary devices. Silent
Spring’s first chapter, “A Fable for Tomorrow,” is
a famous example of apocalyptic rhetoric, de-
signed in part to make Carson’s argument hit
her readers in the gut. Things go from bad to
worse once we discover the agent of destruc-
tion: “no enemy action had silenced the rebirth
of new life in this stricken world. The people
had done it themselves” (Carson 1962, 3).

Such a fable is, to say the least, disconcert-
ing. There’s the tension between the title—
“A Fable for Tomorrow”—and the fable itself,
which is written in the past tense, as if it’s a
done deal. Carson’s word choices and phrases
evoke fear and uncertainty. But, in Carson’s
view, it was necessary that the public tap into
their emotions as much as their reason if they
were to understand the potential problems of
pesticide use and react meaningfully. 

Carson herself was aghast at the tendency of
people in her own time to view science and lit-
erature as somehow separate, as Lear points out
(1997, 218), even going so far in her National
Book Award acceptance speech for The Sea
Around Us to “[talk] about the culture of science
in America and [attack] the prevailing notion
of science and literature as separate and exclu-
sive methods of investigating the world and
discovering truth.” In other words, Carson saw
knowledge viewed only from a disciplinary
perspective to be potentially as harmful as
pesticides. In her view, that meant there was
no integration of knowledge and public life. 

Carson was not solely responsible for in-
forming and changing the public’s views on
pesticide use, but her example is instructive. She
understood that, as members of a community,
we have an obligation to learn about disciplines
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other than our own and to
think about the contributions
each discipline makes to our
collective understanding of
environmental and social
problems. This is the only way
we’ll ever come close to what
she calls the “full possession of
the facts” (Carson 1962, 13).

“All education is environmental education,”
David Orr claims (1994, 12), and a liberal edu-
cation enacts Orr’s assertion metaphorically
and physically, presenting a model of learning
that is ecological. If students come to under-
stand learning as rippling out through the aca-
demic community and beyond, they begin to
understand the ethics of connection and car-
ing. This could lead them to invent what writ-
ing-across-the-curriculum scholar Mark Waldo
(2004, 163), referring to conversations among
specialists, calls a “common language.” Waldo
contends this language is needed in order to
approach complex environmental problems
from something other than the partial perspec-
tives provided by insular disciplines. Perhaps
the most vital component of this common lan-
guage will be the concern shared as graduates
examine collectively the ecotones created by
mingling disciplinary boundaries. In nature,
life is most diverse where land meets water or
field meets forest; maybe the same will occur
where English meets biology, physics, business.

My first-year composition classes often re-
volve around defining words such as “nature,”
“culture,” “wilderness,” “place,” and “space.”
These words are rich with multiple meanings,
and my students enjoy (mostly, anyway)
wrestling with them. Inevitably the question of
whether we humans should take better care of
our environment arises. I am always struck by two
things when this happens: (1) the overwhelming

sense, held by my students,
that there are serious problems
that need to be addressed, and
(2) the underwhelming inter-
est most of my students show
in doing anything productive
about the problems. The com-
mon refrain? “Nobody else is
doing anything. Why should I?”

The LEAP report is a step in the right direc-
tion, but now we need to act. Educators and
administrators need to talk to each other, to in-
vent the “common language” that crosses dis-
ciplinary boundaries. We need to model the
methods of liberal education through collabo-
ration and class projects that reach into our
communities, simultaneously teaching our stu-
dents about social responsibility and sustain-
ability. We owe it to our students. We can’t
prepare them for a future we can’t wholly pre-
dict. So we must prepare them to communicate,
adapt, and care. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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Offered by Washington Internship Institute in cooperation with the

Association of American Colleges and Universities, the Faculty Fellows

Internship Program provides semester-long professional internship 

experiences in Washington, DC. It enables faculty to broaden their 

professional, disciplinary, and personal horizons, reinvigorating their 

own work as scholars, teachers, and educational leaders. 

The application deadline for Fall is March 30; the deadline for Spring is July 31.

For more information about the program and how to apply, 
visit www.wiidc.org/faculty-about.shtml.

ENGAGING FACULTY
The Faculty Fellows Internship Program

• Engage the Big Questions

• Connect Knowledge with Choices and Action

• Foster Civic, Intercultural, and Ethical Learning

• Assess Your Ability to Apply Your Discipline to Complex Problems
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1818 R St. NW
Washington, DC 20009

www.aacu.org

I N S T I T U T E
Campus Leadership for Student 
Engagement, Inclusion, and Achievement

A WORKING INSTITUTE FOR LEADERSHIP TEAMS

June 18–22, 2008  | Snowbird, Utah
This five-day, intensive program is designed for leadership teams representing institutions working on

ways to increase student engagement, inclusion, and high achievement. The Institute will help teams

align institutional purposes, structures, and practices as well as advance and assess the kinds of

practical liberal education outcomes outlined in AAC&U’s signature reports, Greater Expectations:
A New Vision for Learning as a Nation Goes to College and College Learning for the New
Global Century, such as critical inquiry, intercultural competence, and integrative learning.

For more information, see www.aacu.org.  Application materials available January 2008.
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