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AS I PEN THIS MESSAGE, Washington is poised for a new era—a new presidency and a new chapter in
the nation’s struggle toward equality and justice for all. It is a momentous period—fraught with perils,
clearly—but also a time to both probe and recommit to the principles and the possibilities that are
fundamental to our American heritage.

I believe this is also a propitious time to open a new chapter in the national dialogue about assessment
and accountability in higher education. Let’s band together as a community and insist that it is high time
to break free of the reductive focus on standardized testing of “general skills,” quantitative metrics for
achievement, and the national obeisance before the false gods of comparable scores and faux rankings.

Together, we can work toward a new era of commitment to forms of assessment that challenge students
both to meet high expectations and to show how well they can actually apply their learning—their
knowledge as well as their skills—to real problems and complex challenges. And, just as we have bro-

ken free from the idea that an African
American could never be elected
president in our lifetimes, we can also

agree to retire, once and for all, forms of assessment that, in practice though not by intent, have helped
perpetuate the patterns of stratification and unequal opportunity that still disfigure our democracy.

Led by the dean of admissions and financial aid at Harvard, a commission for the National Association
for College Admission Counseling made exactly this point when it urged colleges and universities, in
a recent report, to move away from admissions reliance on national tests of general skills, and to shift
toward admissions materials much more closely tied to the high school curriculum and to students’
academic achievement. Admissions tests of general skills, the commission concluded, “appear to calcify
differences based on class, race/ethnicity, and parental educational attainment.” Or as Georgetown
University economist Tony Carnevale has repeatedly pointed out, SAT scores are so tightly correlated
with family income that higher education would have gotten the same level of (modest) predictive 
validity if it had used family income instead of tests in selection screening. (See the latest correlations
online at www.diversityweb.org/DiversityDemocracy/vol11no3/report.cfm.)

When standardized college admissions tests became part of the admissions process in the 1930s and
1940s, it was widely assumed that only a fraction of the population needed college study, and that tests
of general skills (then thought to be native abilities) could help discover those natural gems who
would benefit from higher learning, irrespective of family background or the quality of their earlier
schooling. But now, after nearly a century of experimentation with standardized testing in college ad-
missions, we know that students’ scores tells us much more about the test-takers’ resource base—or
lack of it—than about their potential or their capacity to learn. We also know, from numerous studies at
selective institutions where standardized tests have become optional, that students who are admitted on
other criteria do as well academically as those who submitted the SAT.

And yet, in the very year that the admissions community has called for a shift toward admissions
measures that are less focused on general skills and more tightly tied to a challenging high school cur-
riculum, large parts of the higher education community have agreed to a “trial test” of standardized
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general skills testing in order to make themselves “accountable” for students’ level of learning across
the multiple years of college. Why would we do this? Why are we relying on strategies that short-circuit
the actual curriculum to report student “achievement” in college, when we already know the “calcifica-
tion” effects of similar tests used in admissions?

Worse, while high school students have good reason to do their very best on the ACT or the SAT,
since the scores still “count” in many admissions decisions, higher education proposes to build its own
accountability system on a small sample of “volunteer” test-takers. These volunteers will be asked to
show how well they can do on tests that bear no connection to their actual course of study in college.
The unsettling result of this approach to accountability testing will be high stakes for the universities
and no stakes at all for the students whose performance nonetheless becomes the measure of higher
educations’ “success.” Meanwhile, since most of the students on a given campus will not take part in
these voluntary tests, the resulting assessment system will do nothing at all to focus or sharpen most
students’ learning.

We can do better. We are scholars and we are educators. As scholars, we need to mobilize the already
abundant evidence showing why narrowly focused standardized tests are misaligned with the way
knowledge is actually put to work in twenty-first-century contexts. As educators, we need to move 
beyond the reactive mode provoked by the Spellings barrage and help society get ahead of the curve
on forms of assessment that can actually drive higher achievement.

Policy leaders have asked for transparency about student performance. In response, we must point
out that ill-focused tests can be neither transparent nor informative about what a student has accom-
plished, over time, on a range of learning outcomes that are important to our economy, our democracy,
and his or her own hopes for the future.

What then should we recommend? Educators around the country are pointing
to an accountability strategy that can provide, simultaneously, a framework for
raising student achievement, evidence of progress over time, and transparency
about the extent to which students are achieving what AAC&U’s LEAP initiative
calls “essential learning outcomes.”

The strategy—well attuned to the technologies of our time—uses e-portfolios,
or what we might call “supplemental transcripts.” Already adopted by institutions
as diverse as the University of Michigan, LaGuardia Community College, Hampshire, and Carleton and
in development at many others, e-portfolios enable us to see what a student is working on over time, to
discern an emerging sense of purpose and direction, and to review samples of writing, research projects,
and creative work as well as progress in integrating learning across multiple levels of schooling and
multiple areas of study and experience. An e-portfolio also opens windows into a student’s field-based
assignments by creating opportunities to present supervisor evaluations or even videos showing real-world
performance. They can be sampled, using rubrics, for external reporting.

What we need now is a proactive movement—involving committed leaders, faculty members, and
assessment scholars—to chart an educationally productive direction for assessment, transparency, and
accountability. This is already a high priority for AAC&U. I hope we can also make it a high priority
for the entire educational community.—CAROL GEARY SCHNEIDER
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to the technologies
of our time—uses 
e-portfolios, or what we
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John Adams is often quoted as saying “there are two types of educa-
tion. One should teach us how to make a living and the other how to live.” In fact, the quotation
originates in an essay published in 1929 by the historian James Truslow Adams, who goes on there
to say “it doubtless helps greatly to compress some years of experience into far fewer years by studying
for a particular trade or profession in an institution; but that fact should not blind us to another—
namely, that in so doing we are learning a trade or a profession, but are not getting a liberal education.”
What’s most striking is not the frequent misattribution of the “two types” quote but its ongoing
popularity as an epigraph to anything other than the woolliest of thinking about education in and
for our own time. The overall thrust is to suggest that what was true at the turn of the nineteenth
century (and true also in 1929) remains true at the turn of the twenty-first century.  

Yet the choice between vocational training and liberal education is an especially false one at a
time when the quantity of technical information is doubling every two years, with the result that by
the time today’s first-year student completes a four-year technical degree, fully half of what he or she

learns next year will be outdated 
already. It’s a false choice at a time
when the U.S. Department of 

Labor estimates that learners will have ten to fourteen jobs by the age of thirty-eight. As former
Secretary of Education Richard Riley memorably put it, “we are currently preparing students for jobs
that don’t yet exist, using technologies that haven’t been invented, in order to solve problems that
we don’t even know are problems yet.” The top ten in-demand jobs in 2010, Riley tells us, did not
yet exist in 2004. 

There are still those who seek to preserve a distinction between education for work and education
for life, who look with disdain on the notion that higher education ought to be responsive to the
needs of a changing economy—to say nothing of the legitimate career interests of students themselves.
For its part, however, AAC&U’s Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative is notably
less polemical on this point, instead recruiting the views of a full array of stakeholders in American
education. What’s distinctive about the LEAP vision is that, in foregrounding the broad consensus in
favor of liberal education outcomes, it demonstrates that while liberal education remains the best
preparation for life, it is now widely recognized as the best preparation for making a living as well. 
To argue that a liberal education is the best preparation for work and for life is not to degrade liberal
education, but rather to recognize its supreme utility in our own time.  

It’s one thing to propose a twenty-first-century vision of liberal education for all students, however,
and quite another thing to implement it. This issue of Liberal Education examines how the LEAP vision
is being enacted by particularly effective forms of educational practice and explores some of the ongoing
challenges to implementation.—DAVID TRITELLI
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New Summer Institute for
Deans, Department Chairs,
and Faculty
A new grant from the Teagle Founda-
tion will support the participation of
campus teams in Engaging Depart-
ments, an AAC&U summer institute
to be held on the campus of the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania on July 8–12,
2009. The new institute will be de-
signed to build leadership within and
across departments in order to connect
learning and assessments in specific
academic fields with the overarching
aims and outcomes of a contemporary
liberal education. The Engaging De-
partments institute will focus attention
on the role of the academic major as
the place where students achieve their
highest levels of cognitive sophistica-
tion, integrative learning, and demon-
strated accomplishment in both
disciplinary and broader liberal educa-
tion outcomes. Applications to partici-
pate will be accepted online beginning
in February (see www.aacu.org/meetings/
engaging_depts).

Lumina Grant 
to Support Making
Excellence Inclusive 
A new grant from the Lumina Founda-
tion for Education will support the
scaling up of efforts, already underway
as part of AAC&U’s Give Students a
Compass initiative, to increase the aca-
demic success of students from tradi-
tionally underserved groups. Colleges
and universities within the three public
systems currently participating in the
Give Students a Compass initiative—
California State University, the Oregon
University System, and the University
of Wisconsin System—will seek to
broaden student participation in a set
of “high-impact” educational practices.
They will also build institutional capac-
ity to track, document, and monitor
access to these practices as well as how
students—especially those from under-
served groups—benefit from them.  

• January 21–24, 2009, Ready or
Not: Global Challenges, College
Learning, and America’s Promise,
AAC&U annual meeting, Seattle,
Washington 

• February 26–28, 2009, General
Education, Assessment, and the
Learning Students Need, Network
for Academic Renewal conference,
Baltimore, Maryland

• April 2–4, 2009, Shaping Fac-
ulty Roles in a Time of Change:
Leadership for Student Learning,
Network for Academic Renewal
conference, San Diego, California

Upcoming Meetings
AAC&U Partners with Project Kaleidoscope
AAC&U is joining forces with Project Kaleidoscope (PKAL), one of the leading 
advocates in the United States for building and sustaining strong undergraduate
programs in the fields of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM). Working groups from the leadership boards of both AAC&U and PKAL
are currently developing plans for bringing together their respective projects and
for capitalizing on the unique strengths of both organizations. Detailed plans of 
action for the new formal partnership will be released in 2009.
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SOMETHING REMARKABLE is happening in programs of liberal edu-
cation all over the country. The longstanding notion that learning
should occur almost exclusively in classrooms is being amended to
give a much more prominent place to various forms of experiential
education. The belief that liberal education should focus on a nar-
row range of intellectual qualities is being revised to include an
emphasis on connecting ideas with action. These developments
constitute a profoundly important, indeed revolutionary, challenge
to the version of liberal education that has dominated American
higher education since the early years of the twentieth century.

The trend to connect liberal education with practice takes multi-
ple forms at the campus level and reflects a range of interests among
students, faculty, and administrators. The various developments
that make up this trend do not yet constitute a coherent move-

ment, nor are they united by shared pur-
poses. They remain on the margins of

mainstream thought about the proper characteristics of liberal ed-
ucation. Yet they should command the attention of thoughtful
academics for one basic reason: they seek to enact the traditional
mission of liberal education to nurture engaged, effective, con-
structive professionals and citizens, and they implicitly question
whether learning experiences that cultivate analytic skills in
classroom settings constitute the most effective way to achieve
this purpose.   

Forms of experiential education
The most prominent attempt to introduce practical activity into
liberal education is the civic engagement movement, through
which students are encouraged to participate in off-campus com-
munity service, sometimes in connection with credit-bearing
service-learning courses, sometimes outside the formal curriculum.
Such programs aim to cultivate habits of “active citizenship” and
build problem-solving skills in community settings. Some explic-
itly promote an appreciation of democracy and sophistication
about influencing public policy. Many campuses have created ad-
ministrative units charged with promoting service. Among the
better-developed programs are those offered by the Haas Center
for Public Service at Stanford, the Harward Center at Bates, the
Morgridge Center for Public Service at the University of Wisconsin–
Madison, and the Nutter Center at the University of Pennsylvania.

The effort to 
connect liberal 
education with 
action and practice 
is at a crossroads

RICHARD M. FREELAND is the Jane and William Mosakowski Distinguished
Professor of Higher Education at Clark University and president emeritus
of Northeastern University.

Liberal Education and
R I C H A R D  M .  F R E E L A N D

The Necessary Revolution 
in Undergraduate Education

Clark University



Effective Practice



F
E

A
T

U
R

E
D

 
T

O
P

I
C Campus Compact is the most

prominent national organiza-
tion promoting community ser-
vice within higher education.

Though important in its
own right, the civic engage-
ment movement is also a spe-
cific instance of the broader
effort to link liberal education with action
and practice. Even more common are pro-
grams offering students off-campus work
placements, frequently related to their career
interests. These programs are organized in
many different ways, but all use direct experi-
ence to deepen understanding and nurture
practical effectiveness. Wellesley College, for
example, encourages students to participate in
internships and annually cancels classes for a
day so that those who do can report on what
they have learned. Cooperative education, in
which students alternate periods of full-time
paid employment and periods of full-time study,
is the fullest expression of this idea. At North-
eastern University, most liberal arts majors do
at least one co-op placement during the course
of their studies. 

Internships have, of course,
been available at many col-
leges and universities for many
years. But during the final
quarter of the twentieth cen-
tury, these types of programs
became far more popular with
students and far more perva-

sive among institutions than previously. At
present such programs are nearly universal on
American campuses, and most high school
students indicate an intention to complete an
internship during college. These programs
have become so central to the idea of a col-
lege education that traditional liberal arts col-
leges frequently emphasize the availability of
off-campus work experiences in their recruit-
ing materials.

Two other widely available forms of experi-
ential education are undergraduate research
and study abroad. Like internships, programs
that involve undergraduates in faculty research
have existed for a long time, but they have be-
come more widely available and have found
common ground with the civic engagement
movement. Community service often involves
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The goal is to 
enrich liberal learning 
by connecting it more
strongly with the lives
students will actually 

live after college

Clark University



students working with faculty on community-
based research projects intended to help resi-
dents address local problems. The Center for
Urban Learning and Research at Loyola Uni-
versity Chicago is an outstanding example of
this approach. David Hodge of Miami Univer-
sity of Ohio and his collaborators, Marcia Baxter
Magolda and Carolyn Haynes, have advanced
an even deeper link between discovery-oriented
education and effective action.1 They argue
that the developmental capacity for self-
authorship, or an internally generated belief
system, is an essential ingredient in both
scholarly intellectual work and effective action.
Study abroad, which also has an extensive
history, has become far more widespread in an
era preoccupied with globalization and often
now includes non-classroom experiences. 

The movement to link liberal education
more closely to action and practice is not lim-
ited to programs that take students out of the
classroom. The trend is also reflected in modi-
fications of arts and sciences coursework. Most
liberal arts colleges now offer opportunities to
study applied and professional subjects, for ex-
ample, and many universities encourage lib-
eral arts majors to take minors in professional
fields. The Carnegie Foundation has sponsored
an effort to enrich the “thinking” orientation
of liberal education with the “doing” emphasis
of professional studies by incorporating practice-
oriented pedagogies, such as simulations and
case studies, in liberal arts courses. Many col-
leges offer interdisciplinary, problem-focused
minors like urban studies or international re-
lations through which students learn to think
about complex, real-world problems. These
programs often provide platforms for commu-
nity-based research projects, internships and
service opportunities, and Model UN–type
simulations.

All forms of experiential education—com-
munity service, internships, cooperative edu-
cation, undergraduate research, study abroad—
and the curricular modifications associated
with them have been developing indepen-
dently and with little interaction among their
advocates, who tend to focus on their own spe-
cific goals. Yet these movements share a focus
on empowering students to be effective actors
and problem solvers in organizational, social,
and civic settings, and they reflect the percep-
tion that direct experience adds significantly
to classroom study in promoting student 

development. These movements are in no way
hostile to liberal education; on the contrary,
their champions have deep roots in the liberal
arts and sciences. The goal is to enrich liberal
learning by connecting it more strongly with
the lives students will actually live after college.
In advancing the link between learning and ex-
perience, today’s educators are rediscovering
ideas articulated by John Dewey in the early
1900s but largely ignored by mainstream higher
education for the last century.  

The convergence of student, faculty, and
administrative interests
Many forces are driving the movement to
connect liberal education with practice. Some
of the energy comes from students. In recent
years, undergraduates have sensed that a tra-
ditional liberal education may not, by itself,
be a sufficient preparation for the adult world.
They have been pressuring colleges to offer
internships, work placements, and volunteer
activities through which they can gain experi-
ence and competence. Two impulses appear to
be involved here. The first is anticipating the
workplace. Many students want to explore
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eral arts degree, and they know a successful
internship can help them land a first job. The
second is contributing to the community.
The interest of young people in community
service and social entrepreneurship is one of
the most exciting and hopeful developments
within contemporary youth culture.

Faculty are drawn to including practice-
oriented experiences in liberal arts programs
for reasons of their own. Some are impressed
by research indicating that “engaged leaning”—
that is, learning through activities that require
active participation—is more pedagogically
powerful than learning based on traditional,
frequently passive, classroom study. Other fac-
ulty, concerned by reports of diminished stu-
dent interest in political and social issues, see
the civic engagement movement as a way to
counteract this trend. Still other faculty focus
more on the practical challenges that students
will face after graduation and are sympathetic
with student desires to equip themselves for
the world of work.

Institutional leaders are also attracted to a
version of the liberal arts actively engaged
with the nonacademic world. Individuals in
these roles are mindful of the criticism of
governmental, political, and business leaders
that higher education does not contribute
enough to the community, the state, and the
nation—a longstanding complaint that has
gained force from current worries about the
global competitiveness of the United States.
Presidents of urban campuses, faced with con-
cerns among civic officials and neighbors about
the adverse impacts of their institutions, love to
highlight the contributions their students make
through community service. Many current aca-
demic leaders, moreover, began their careers
imbued with the idealistic sprit of the 1960s
and 1970s. For these leaders, the impulse to ex-
pand the concerns of liberal education beyond
the walls of the campus reflects a personal
commitment to social progress and a resistance
to the historical association of the liberal arts
with withdrawal from the nonacademic
world. Administrators also know that offering
off-campus experiences or adding practice-
oriented coursework to a liberal arts curricu-
lum can help maintain strong enrollments.

Viewed from a historical perspective, the
convergence of student, faculty, and adminis-
trative interests in amending liberal education

to include an emphasis on practice represents
the flowering of ideas that emerged from the
wave of curricular experimentation of the early
1970s. A response to the student protests of
the 1960s, that movement was inspired by
the belief that the expanded enrollments and
more diverse student bodies that characterized
higher education after World War II required
a wider array of learning experiences than
had been appropriate when access to higher
education was more restricted. Off-campus
learning opportunities and interdisciplinary,
problem-focused studies were two of the most
widely advocated innovations emanating
from those years.

Two recent enrollment trends have reinforced
interest in these curricular ideas. One involves
the accelerating diversification of the student
body as more and more young people from
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disadvantaged and minority backgrounds enter
college. This phenomenon has heightened the
focus on creating dynamic learning experiences
appropriate for a wide variety of learning styles
that highlight the diverse perspectives all stu-
dents bring to the learning environment. An
additional factor has been the shift in higher
education’s center of gravity from country to
city, with the majority of the nation’s students
now attending urban institutions. Urban cam-
puses tend naturally to be more involved with
their surrounding communities than are cam-
puses in more isolated settings, and they have
often taken the lead in creating off-campus ser-
vice and work opportunities for their students. 

Sources of resistance
The idea that liberal education should help
students become effective actors and problem

solvers as well as disciplined thinkers has in-
spired initiatives at most colleges and univer-
sities, and it is being championed by the
Association of American Colleges and Uni-
versities. Nonetheless, the movement’s most
important innovations remain controversial
within academia. Undergraduate research
and study abroad can be easily accepted,
since they involve essentially academic activ-
ities. But because they imply the educational
value of practical experience, community ser-
vice and off-campus employment are more
challenging. Stanley Fish (2008) speaks for
many when he argues that the proper end of
college is the mastery of intellectual and
scholarly skills because that is what acade-
mics know how to teach. Translating ideas into
action is unfamiliar territory. Including prac-
tice-oriented material within the liberal arts
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tionalist objections. When
leaders of the Carnegie project
on bridging the gap between
liberal and professional educa-
tion convened faculty from
both traditions, they found
deep skepticism among both
groups about each other’s work.

There are sources of resis-
tance to moving liberal educa-
tion toward effective practice
at the institutional level as well. Academia’s
prestige hierarchy is dominated by the major
research universities and exclusive liberal arts
colleges, and these institutions tend to be
deeply committed to the intellectually focused
version of the liberal arts that Fish articulates.
Although many high-status institutions have
made room for internships and service-learning
courses—among New England’s leading liberal
arts colleges, for example, Amherst, Bowdoin,
Clark, Smith, and Williams have all done so—
none, as yet, has made these types of experi-
ences a central part of the learning experience
or explicitly embraced the linking of liberal
education with practice. Some upwardly mo-
bile institutions like Northeastern University,
Wagner College, and Worcester Polytechnic
Institute have placed greater emphasis on

these innovations, but most in-
stitutions will follow the lead of
the top-ranked schools.

Against this background, the
basic pattern at the campus
level with respect to all of these
ideas has been to make room
for them to accommodate in-
terested students and faculty
while leaving the overall pro-
gram untouched. There are ex-
ceptions. Tulane University

has made completion of a community service
project and related coursework a graduation
requirement. But in most instances, service
learning and internship opportunities exist as
“one-off” experiences tied to particular
courses and individual faculty members but
not integrated into the overall structure of
general education or the major. Indeed, in
many cases, off-campus experience is offered
as an extracurricular activity, valued and en-
couraged but not incorporated into the formal
program of instruction. A recent assessment
of the service-learning movement by some of
its strongest advocates expressed frustration
that the effort had achieved little success in
becoming institutionalized.

The movement at a crossroads
The effort to connect liberal education with
action and practice is at a crossroads. The
question is this: Since advocates of various
themes within this movement—the impor-
tance of civic engagement, the pedagogical
power of “active learning,” the legitimacy of
attention to practical skills, the advantages of
undergraduate research and study abroad—
have gained a measure of acceptance around
the edges of the curriculum for their particular
purposes, should these different advocacy
groups come together to advance the broader
idea that the ability to translate careful thought
into effective action should be a central element
of what it means to be liberally educated? This
is, after all, the implicit educational idea that
unites all these developments. 

The case for moving in this direction is clear.
Champions of liberal learning have histori-
cally insisted that their primary mission is to
educate the next generation of national lead-
ers and to prepare young people to be effective
participants in society. I have yet to read a
college catalog that identifies the nurturing of
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Conference on 
Liberal Education and 
Effective Practice 

In March 2009, Clark University and the
Association of American Colleges and
Universities will cosponsor a conference
on liberal education and effective prac-
tice. Intended to explore in greater depth
the issues raised in this essay, the confer-
ence will bring together educational
leaders, administrators, and practitioners
from around the country. The goal is to
advance the national discussion of these
matters. Materials related to the confer-
ence, including papers commissioned by
Clark University for consideration by the
participants, will be available online at
www.aacu.org and www.clarku.edu.
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intellectuals as the institution’s primary mis-
sion. The qualities of mind historically associ-
ated with the arts and sciences are typically
described as essential for enlightened partici-
pation in social and organizational settings,
which includes but is not limited to member-
ship on a university faculty. Top liberal arts
programs take as much or more pride in the
corporate and governmental leaders they have
produced as in the scholars they have gradu-
ated. Yet there has been little actual analysis
showing that cultivating certain intellectual
qualities in classroom settings is the optimum
way to prepare young people to engage the
adult world. The movement to connect lib-
eral education with practice contends that
there can be a more effective way to achieve
this time-honored goal. 

Advocacy for a stronger and more direct
focus on practice in no way repudiates either
the traditional goals of liberal learning or the
educational practices associated with them.
On the contrary, research indicates that the
ability to master complex material, to analyze
difficult problems, and to communicate effec-
tively is critical for success in many areas of life.
The point is that these qualities are only part
of the equipment we need to be effective in our
careers and our civic activities. Psychologist
Robert Sternberg of Tufts (1999), who has
studied the characteristics of successful people,
argues for a “triarchic” concept of mind that
includes not only “academic (or analytic) 
intelligence,” but the capacity to respond 
creatively and independently to unforeseen,
multidimensional problems (creative intelli-
gence) and the ability to use ideas to solve
practical problems (practical intelligence).
He stresses the importance of a balanced de-
ployment of these capacities while also urging
colleges and universities, in cultivating these
capacities, to emphasize the importance of us-
ing them for the common good, a characteristic
that he calls “wisdom.” Most programs of liberal
education focus almost exclusively on only
the first of these qualities.

There is room for debate about Sternberg’s
particular formulations. Other scholars have
developed other ways to characterize the mul-
tiple intelligences that contribute to effective
action in various realms of activity. But the
basic point that success in institutional, pro-
fessional, and social contexts requires qualities
of character, personality, and mind that go far

beyond “academic intelligence” is widely ac-
cepted as a matter of folk wisdom (even among
professors) and is also supported by scholarly
research. If this is true, and if the most important
mission of liberal education is to nurture indi-
viduals who will make important contributions
to society, then shouldn’t we take account of
these realities in designing undergraduate pro-
grams in the liberal arts and sciences? 

There is much at stake in seeking wider ap-
preciation of the value of linking liberal edu-
cation and effective practice as well as greater
understanding of the role experiential educa-
tion can play in establishing that link. The
pedagogical claims advanced by advocates of
community service and internships are too
important merely to be tolerated at the margins
of our thinking about liberal learning. We
need to take a hard, fresh look at the qualities
needed for effectiveness as professionals and
as citizens, to compare those qualities to the
outcomes we cultivate through the arts and
sciences, and to design educational formats
that will empower our graduates to translate
the values and skills we nurture into construc-
tive social action. As Carol Geary Schneider
has argued in championing a heightened em-
phasis on practice, the challenges our country
faces in the twenty-first century are too great
for us to rest comfortably with any lesser edu-
cational goal. ■■

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

REFERENCES
Fish, S. 2008. Save the world on your own time. New

York: Oxford University Press.
Hodge, D. 2008. The engaged university and student

success: The foundations of intellectual, personal,
and professional growth at Miami University. Presi-
dent’s annual address, Miami University, Oxford, OH.

Sternberg, R. J. 1999. The theory of successful intelli-
gence. Review of General Psychology 3 (4): 292–316

NOTE
1. See David Hodge, “The Engaged University and

Student Success,” as well as other relevant reports
and speeches available at www.miami.muohio.edu/
president/reports_and_speeches/index.cfm.
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WHEN THE Association of American Colleges
and Universities (AAC&U) launched the Lib-
eral Education and America’s Promise (LEAP)
initiative in 2005, we did so with our eyes wide
open. We certainly knew that it would not be
easy to achieve the sort of transformation needed
to ensure that higher education serves all stu-
dents—and our society—more effectively. But
we presented the ambitious LEAP vision for
twenty-first-century learning with confidence
that the necessary changes are vitally impor-
tant to our nation’s future, and that they are
within reach. Where did this confidence come
from? It came primarily from watching our
members reinvent undergraduate education for
a new age—with liberal education at its core.

The LEAP initiative builds on many years of
prior work, including
innovative educational

reform efforts at colleges and universities of all
types across the country. In fact, AAC&U and
its member institutions have been hard at work
on the educational challenges inherent in the
LEAP vision for many years, most recently
through the Greater Expectations initiative
(2000–2006) and, since 2005, through LEAP
itself. As part of the Greater Expectations ini-
tiative, AAC&U identified promising reforms
at a variety of leading institutions and facili-
tated multiyear dialogues with faculty members,
academic administrators, employers, accredi-
tors, civic leaders, and K–12 educators. These
dialogues made it clear that something funda-
mental is shifting in our society, in our econ-
omy, and in our educational institutions. We
learned from these leaders and practitioners
that higher education is, indeed, in a period of
profound transformation, and the reason is
that society itself is setting higher expectations
for citizens and workers in the twenty-first
century (AAC&U 2002).

The research and dialogues conducted as
part of the Greater Expectations and LEAP
initiatives have also made it clear to us that
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cation endure: the development of intellectual
powers and capacities; ethical and civic prepa-
ration; personal growth and self-direction. But
the particulars of educational excellence are
necessarily always in flux. What counts as
powerful knowledge changes periodically as

societies, cultures, and economies change.
Today’s transformative changes are diverse,
numerous, and unsettling. Economic, envi-
ronmental, global, intercultural, technologi-
cal, scientific, and geopolitical shifts all have
far-reaching implications for what counts as
empowering knowledge. On every front, more
is now being demanded from educated people—
and the economy, to remain strong, needs more
of these educated people.

What does the changing landscape 
mean for liberal education?
Liberal educators at the dawn of the twenty-first
century confront an especially volatile global
environment. Through the Greater Expecta-
tions and LEAP initiatives, we at AAC&U have
taken a hard look at the challenges and op-
portunities presented by this environment—
and we have done so with a sense of both the
contemporary realities we now face and the
long history of liberal education. Moreover, as
a result of the Greater Expectations dialogues
and the additional research we have sponsored
as part of LEAP—focus groups, public forums,
employer surveys, meetings with faculty mem-
bers—we have identified a set of student
learning outcomes that almost everyone now
regards as essential (see sidebar). Of course,
given that American colleges and universities
are highly diverse in their missions and in the
curricular approaches they take to advance them,
the essential learning outcomes are inevitably
described in broad terms.

As readers of Liberal Education will recog-
nize, however, the LEAP vision updates as well
as demonstrably builds on the enduring aims
of liberal education: broad knowledge, strong
intellectual skills, and a grounded sense of
ethical and civic responsibility. But LEAP also
moves beyond the traditional limits of liberal
or liberal arts education—moving, most no-
tably, away from the self-imposed “nonvoca-
tional” identity and rejecting the more recent
association of liberal education with learning
“for its own sake” alone, rather than for its
practical value in real-world contexts. The
LEAP vision for student learning places
stronger emphasis on global and intercultural
learning, technological sophistication, 
collaborative problem solving, transferable
skills, and real-world applications—both civic
and job-related. As AAC&U’s president re-
cently noted, “in all these emphases, LEAP
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The Essential Learning Outcomes

Beginning in school, and continuing at succes-
sively higher levels across their college studies,
students should prepare for twenty-first-century
challenges by gaining:

Knowledge of Human Cultures 
and the Physical and Natural World
• Through study in the sciences and mathe-
matics, social sciences, humanities, histories,
languages, and the arts

Focused by engagement with big questions,
both contemporary and enduring

Intellectual and Practical Skills, including
• Inquiry and analysis
• Critical and creative thinking
• Written and oral communication
• Quantitative literacy
• Information literacy
• Teamwork and problem solving

Practiced extensively, across the curriculum,
in the context of progressively more challenging
problems, projects, and standards for performance

Personal and Social Responsibility, including
• Civic knowledge and engagement—local
and global
• Intercultural knowledge and competence
• Ethical reasoning and action
• Foundations and skills for lifelong learning

Anchored through active involvement with
diverse communities and real-world challenges

Integrative Learning, including
• Synthesis and advanced accomplishment
across general and specialized studies

Demonstrated through the application of
knowledge, skills, and responsibilities to new
settings and complex problems

More information about the Liberal Education
and America’s Promise initiative is available
online at www.aacu.org/leap.



repositions liberal education, no
longer as an option for the fortu-
nate few, but rather as the most
practical and powerful prepara-
tion for ‘success’ in all its real-
world meanings: economic,
societal, civic, and personal” (Schneider 2008, 3).

Is this just rhetoric? 
Can we really do all that?
We have been gratified by the creativity with
which institutions of all sorts are adapting the
LEAP vision in order to advance their own in-
stitutional change agendas. Students and fac-
ulty at Miami Dade College, for instance,
came together in October 2007 to sign a
covenant of engagement with ten learning
outcomes based on the LEAP vision (Padrón
2008). The covenant ceremony demonstrated
a campus-wide commitment to the core val-
ues of liberal education, including a commit-
ment to foster in all students the ability to
“communicate effectively” and to “solve prob-
lems using critical and creative thinking and
scientific reasoning.” To help students achieve
these outcomes, Miami Dade College is provid-
ing multiple, varied, and intentional learning
experiences through both academic disciplines
and cocurricular activities.

The California State University—the largest
state system of higher education in the coun-
try—recently established new guidelines for
general education courses that “focus on core
values of liberal education” and are framed by
the LEAP essential learning outcomes. Each
campus in the system is developing its own
curricular designs, however, to ensure that its
students achieve the outcomes. And Brown
University (2008) recently unveiled its own new
approach to providing a twenty-first-century
liberal education. While retaining its well-
known lack of formal general education re-
quirements, Brown is educating all students
about the values of liberal education. Every
department is reviewing its major require-
ments and curricula to ensure that students
are achieving a core set of intellectual capaci-
ties keyed to the aims of liberal learning.

Nonetheless, we recognize that many obsta-
cles stand in the way of bringing the LEAP vi-
sion to reality for all students. From a lack of
awareness about what really is needed for suc-
cess in today’s workforce to a lack of resources
to support the necessary learning, the obstacles

are daunting. But some recent
trends—including those relat-
ing to the pace of change and
the need for innovation in the
economy—work in our favor.
The biggest challenge we face,

however, is demographic. We are attempting
to educate far more students at much higher
levels of learning than ever before. And this
new cohort of college students is larger, more
diverse, and probably less well prepared for
college-level learning than were cohorts in
earlier eras. Yet we are firmly convinced that
the success of our economy and our democracy
both depend on making excellence inclusive;
we must find a way to provide all students with
the outcomes of a quality liberal education.

Some might ask whether the LEAP vision is
too broad, too idealistic, too ambitious. Others
might ask whether our claim to discern an
emerging consensus on essential learning
outcomes is really just a cynical or even disin-
genuous assertion designed to forestall inap-
propriate governmental intervention or, in a
purely self-interested way, to limit trends to-
ward narrow vocationalism at all levels of ed-
ucation. In the remainder of this article, I
want to focus on two key questions: Is there
really a consensus about outcomes across a
wide array of stakeholders? And with a single
set of learning outcomes, can we really ac-
complish several goals at once—preparing
students to be critical and informed citizens,
while also providing them with skills and
knowledge to succeed professionally in a com-
petitive global economy?

Is there really consensus support 
for liberal education?
Through the Greater Expectations initiative,
we examined the goals for undergraduate
learning stated by hundreds of AAC&U mem-
ber institutions and dozens of accrediting or-
ganizations—both regional and specialized.
This review of what educators believe should
be the broad outcomes of college learning es-
tablished the basis for the LEAP initiative.
Building on that consensus across the acad-
emy and its accrediting bodies, AAC&U then
engaged others outside of higher education—
those in public policy sectors, elected officials,
philanthropic leaders, and employers of all
sorts—in discussion about their own expecta-
tions for college learning.
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these public dialogues that a
broad consensus was, in fact,
emerging. And additional re-
search that AAC&U has
sponsored confirms that this
consensus extends to leaders
in business and industry across
many areas of the economy.
Through the LEAP initiative,
AAC&U has commissioned several national
surveys and sponsored several focus groups
with business leaders. This research suggests
that business leaders do not tend to use the
language of “liberal education.” Instead, they
focus on what they need college graduates to
know and be able to do so that they can “hit
the ground running” in a very fast-moving
economic environment. Yet precisely because
of that challenging environment, employers
do strongly endorse the broad knowledge of
science and society and the intellectual and
practical skills that characterize liberal educa-
tion. And, moreover, they strongly affirm a
heightened emphasis on intercultural and ethi-
cal learning in college. 

When presented with a description of lib-
eral education and asked how important they
feel it is for colleges and universities to provide
this type of education, 95 percent of business
leaders surveyed said that it was “fairly” or
“very important” for them to do so. In fact, 76
percent of employers would recommend this
type of education to a young person they know.
AAC&U’s national surveys also examined the
specific liberal education outcomes commonly
endorsed by educators and asked whether
business leaders really want colleges to place
more emphasis on these outcomes for all stu-
dents. A clear majority of business leaders want
colleges to place more emphasis on the skills
and areas of knowledge that are cultivated
through a liberal education (AAC&U 2008). 

Taking cues from the limited number of peo-
ple who formally recruit on college campuses,
some college educators believe that employers
only pay lip service to liberal education but
actually prefer graduates who are more nar-
rowly trained in professional fields. AAC&U’s
research suggests that this is not the case. A
clear majority of the employers we surveyed
think colleges and universities should focus
on providing all students with both a well-
rounded education and knowledge in a specific

field. As one employer put it,
“I look for people who can
take accountability, responsi-
bility, and are good team peo-
ple over anything else. I can
teach the technical.” Another
focus group participant noted,
“when I hire someone, I’m in-
vesting in them. I want them
to be able to study, to analyze,

to present, to write” (Peter D. Hart Research
Associates 2007).

The clear message that has emerged from
years of research, then, is that at least at a
general level, there is, indeed, an emerging
consensus on the most important outcomes of
college. Moreover, it is clear from all this re-
search that business leaders strongly endorse
liberal education outcomes—including those
related to ethics, values, and responsibility.
Fifty-six percent of those we surveyed, for 
instance, believe that colleges should place
more emphasis on cultivating in students a
strong sense of integrity and ethics.

The business leaders whose counsel we
have sought through the LEAP initiative also
confirm that employers want to hire college
graduates with broad skills as well as a devel-
oped sense of civic and personal responsibil-
ity. In addition, they argue that innovation is
the single most important ingredient to future
economic success at the individual corporate
level and at a national level. And because
they take a long-term view, “yes-men” or “yes-
women” are the last thing these leaders believe
that corporate America needs right now. This
innovation imperative is one of the reasons
we believe we can accomplish our educational
goals through liberal education, which has al-
ways been the best preparation for dealing
creatively with change. 

Can we really accomplish multiple goals
with one set of learning outcomes?
College education can effectively—and si-
multaneously—prepare students for both pro-
fessional success and responsible citizenship.
We believe this not because of some theoreti-
cal educational models, but because we see
every day how leading AAC&U member insti-
tutions are already organizing their students’
educational experiences to meet multiple goals.
They are providing students with contextual
learning in the arts and sciences; practice in
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scientific and humanistic inquiry and problem
solving on issues, both enduring and contem-
porary; and opportunities to apply what they
are learning in community-based settings, in
nonprofit organizations, and through intern-
ships of all sorts. These programs are strength-
ening students’ liberal learning, rather than
diminishing it. They are helping students be-
come responsible citizens and thoughtful prac-
titioners. Colleges and universities have an
obligation to their students and our society to
do nothing less. As Grant Cornwell (2008)
recently put it in his inaugural speech as in-
coming president of the College of Wooster, 

it is right and fair that students and their
families expect a Wooster education to em-
power them to do well in the world. [A
quality liberal education] provides access to
leadership and, for many, prosperity. Access
to leadership and prosperity is also, there-
fore, access to influence, and with the abil-
ity to influence comes the obligation to
apply influence in the service of justice,
fairness, respect, and decency.

Cornwell is surely right that liberal educators
have a heightened obligation to educate the
next generation of leaders to be responsible,
especially as they become successful.

Moreover, it is useful to remember that the
multiple goals related to professional success,
ethical leadership, and responsible citizenship
have never really been as separate as some
suggest. The truth is that there has never been
a sustained period in our nation’s history
when higher education was divorced from the
task of preparing students for work—prepar-
ing them, indeed, for success in a market
economy. Even at our most traditional and
elite liberal arts colleges like the one I at-
tended as a first-generation student in the
early 1980s, students may pursue degrees in
the traditional liberal arts and sciences fields
rather than in more defined professional
fields. But these same students have always
known that a job—and probably a well-pay-
ing job—will await them after graduation.
Frankly, these institutions don’t really need to
connect their learning goals with their stu-
dents’ professional aspirations because, year
after year, they send their graduates on to
prestigious graduate schools, law schools,
medical schools, or to highly remunerative ca-
reers in finance, advertising, and consulting.

As a first-generation college student, I was

undoubtedly far more aware than many of my
classmates of what my parents risked and sac-
rificed and worried about in sending me to an
elite liberal arts college. They certainly took it
on faith that my education would prepare me
both for work and for an examined and re-
sponsible life as an “educated” person. Today’s
students and their parents—especially those
without much experience of higher educa-
tion—are, justifiably, even more concerned
about success in an even more volatile and
precarious job market than the one I faced.
What the LEAP vision provides is a more
comprehensive and comprehensible map of
that path to becoming an educated person. It
also responds to the perfectly legitimate ques-
tion my parents and others like them pose:
How exactly will this education prepare my
child for a successful life, including a successful
career?

In developing curricular designs for the
twenty-first century, colleges and universities
simply do not have the luxury of ignoring ei-
ther the realities of the contemporary labor
market or their students’ own professional as-
pirations. In survey after survey, college stu-
dents say that they seek a college education
primarily to ensure their future professional
success. This is true whether they attend Har-
vard University, the University of Wiscon-
sin–Oshkosh, or LaGuardia Community
College. However, in the AAC&U focus
groups held with high school and college stu-
dents, we found that students do not connect
their educational and economic aspirations in
a simplistic, narrow, or short-term sense. Sub-
stantial financial reward is not their top prior-
ity (Peter D. Hart Research Associates 2004). 

In a clear-eyed way, students know that
they must make their way in a knowledge
economy. They know that a college education
is the key to economic opportunity and stabil-
ity. But in our focus groups, students talked
much more about wanting fulfilling and re-
warding work than about wanting a lot of
money or prestige. A more recent survey con-
ducted by the National Association of Col-
leges and Employers revealed that, when
asked to rank the qualities they seek in their
first jobs, college graduates list a high starting
salary below opportunity for advancement,
job security, health insurance, friendly
coworkers, and opportunities for personal de-
velopment (Koc 2008).
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them, today’s students want
professional success, but they
also aspire to something
more. They want to build a
better future for themselves,
for their communities, and
for future generations. All
the efforts that educators at
all levels have made for decades
to introduce students to community service
and civic engagement are paying off in a new

generation of students who
yearn for lives of purpose and
meaning (Astin 2004). It
would be foolish—and even
condescending—for educa-
tors to ignore the complexity
of these aspirations. 

Only about 10 percent of
BA degree holders currently
work in the nonprofit sector,

and only about 20 percent work in the public
sector. Yet a larger percentage of those working
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in both sectors (about 50 percent) hold at least a
BA degree, compared to those working in the
private sector (30 percent). Economists warn
that future shortages of workers will be propor-
tionally larger in the public and nonprofit sec-
tors (U.S. Census Bureau). We can and should
encourage students to consider careers in gov-
ernment and nonprofit organizations. But the
reality remains that a vast majority of college
graduates—nearly three-quarters—are making
their way in the world by working at for-profit
companies. Indeed, some are even creating
their own for-profit companies. Moreover, grad-
uates are likely to move among the different
economic sectors throughout the course of
their careers. All students deserve the oppor-
tunity to follow their own dreams, and a col-
lege education should prepare them as well as
possible for whatever career paths they choose. 

While preparing students for successful work
lives, we also owe it to society to ensure that
these same students—whatever careers they
pursue—have a strong ethical compass and a
commitment to civic and personal responsi-
bility. Colleges can, and indeed must, do both
of these things. The task of meeting these
multiple educational goals is not all that dif-
ferent today than in years past, although the
skills needed for citizenship and work are more
complex. It isn’t an either-or choice, and it
never has been.

As Stanley Katz (2008) put it in a recent
blog posting, “is it wrong for our students to
go to work for AT&T, Proctor & Gamble, or
Sara Lee? I don’t think so . . . What counts,
I think, is that their liberal education causes
them to reflect on what it is they are doing for
a living, how they are doing it, and what more
they can do to live a fully examined life.” This
is why we must rededicate ourselves to liberal
education, to providing more students with
the full set of learning outcomes they need.
And this is why we must help students, their
parents, and policymakers understand that what
counts as “college success” is not limited to
whether students earn degrees in particular
subject areas. “College success” also depends
on whether students achieve the level of prepa-
ration they need to thrive in a fast-changing
economy and within turbulent, highly demand-
ing, global, societal, and often personal con-
texts. Indeed, this more comprehensive—and,
yes, ambitious—understanding of “college
success,” along with our shared obligation as

educators to help all students achieve it, is at the
very heart of the LEAP vision of college learning
for the twenty-first century. ■■

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

REFERENCES
Association of American Colleges and Universities.

2002. Greater expectations: A new vision for learning
as a nation goes to college. Washington, DC: Associ-
ation of American Colleges and Universities.

——. 2007. College learning for the new global century: A
report from the National Leadership Council for Liberal
Education and America’s Promise. Washington, DC:
Association of American Colleges and Universities.

——. 2008. College learning for the new global century:
Executive summary with employers’ views on learning
outcomes and assessment approaches. Washington, DC:
Association of American Colleges and Universities.

Astin, A. W. 2004. Why spirituality deserves a cen-
tral place in liberal education. Liberal education 90
(2): 34–41.

Brown University. 2008. The curriculum at forty: A
plan for strengthening the college experience at
Brown. Final report of the task force on undergrad-
uate education, Office of the Dean of the College.

Cornwell, G. 2008. Independent minds working to-
gether. Inaugural address, College of Wooster,
Wooster, OH, April 26.

Peter D. Hart Research Associates. 2004. Key finding
from focus groups among college students and college-
bound high school students. Washington, DC: Asso-
ciation of American Colleges and Universities.

———. 2007. How should colleges prepare students to
succeed in today’s global economy? Washington, DC:
Association of American Colleges and Universities.

Katz, S. 2008. The big paycheck. The Chronicle Review,
June 24. http://chronicle.com/review/brainstorm/
katz/?id=579.

Koc, E. L. 2008. The oldest young generation: A re-
port from the 2008 NACE graduating student sur-
vey. Bethlehem, PA: National Association of
Colleges and Employers.

Padrón, E. J. 2008. Celebrating outcomes and culti-
vating assessments: How the largest college found
common ground. Liberal Education 94 (2): 30–35. 

Schneider, C. G. 2008. Liberal education and high-
impact practices: Making excellence—once and for
all—inclusive. Introd. to High-impact educational
practices: What they are, who has access to them, and
why they matter. Washington, DC: Association of
American Colleges and Universities.

U.S. Census Bureau. Current population survey.
www.census.gov/cps.

WI N T E R 2009 L I B E R A L ED U C A T I O N 21

F
E

A
T

U
R

E
D

 
T

O
P

I
C



22 L I B E R A L ED U C A T I O N WI N T E R 2009

IN ITS LIBERAL EDUCATION and America’s
Promise (LEAP) initiative, the Association of
American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U)
outlines four clusters of learning outcomes
that are essential for all college students in the
twenty-first century and that, taken together,

represent a high-qual-
ity liberal education.

These include (1) knowledge of human cul-
tures and the physical and natural world, (2)
intellectual and practical skills, (3) personal
and social responsibility, and (4) integrative
and applied learning. Core Commitments, a
related AAC&U initiative, focuses specifically
on the third of these clusters. This initiative is
designed to strengthen the academy’s capac-
ity to foster students’ personal and social re-
sponsibility. In order to clarify what that
means, the Core Commitments initiative has
outlined five key goals within the broader
category of personal and social responsibility
(see sidebar p. 23).

Initial surveys conducted for the Core
Commitments initiative have shown strong
consensus among faculty, administrators, and
students that these five aspects of personal and
social responsibility are important goals of a
college education. Unfortunately, however,
many fewer respondents say that their institu-
tion is working toward these goals in an effec-
tive way. Why are so few institutions working
to achieve these outcomes if so many acknowl-
edge their importance? A likely explanation is

that, despite evidence to the contrary, many
educators hope and expect that these out-
comes will be achieved as by-products of a
college education, that they do not require
explicit attention. 

The relative lack of institutional invest-
ment in students’ personal and social respon-
sibility reflects the widespread assumption
that academic content knowledge and the in-
tellectual skill of analytic or critical thinking,
quite divorced from either action or responsi-
bility, are the overriding aims of higher educa-
tion and that the development of personal
and social responsibility is only distantly con-
nected with those aims. In what follows, we
take issue with both of these assumptions, ar-
guing that colleges should aim to teach stu-
dents how to use knowledge and criticism not
only as ends in themselves but also as means
toward responsible engagement with the life
of their times. We also argue that this can be
accomplished best by addressing some core
developmental dimensions or processes that
underlie and tie together the various elements
of personal and social responsibility articu-
lated by the Core Commitments initiative. 

Developmental foundations of 
personal and social responsibility
Each of the five Core Commitments goals in-
volves many factors, and large bodies of re-
search point to the particular configurations
that make each of them unique. Despite their
distinctiveness, however, the five goals share
some underlying dynamics and sources. In or-
der to uncover the developmental logic that
we believe underlies these five outcomes, we
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have suggested three developmental dimen-
sions that form a common foundation for the
apparently separate elements of personal and
social responsibility. We will consider how
each of those elements depends upon the
processes of identity formation, cultivation
of purpose, and learning to put knowledge to
responsible use in practical reasoning. First,
then, we need to understand in outline each of
these developmental dimensions or processes.

By identity formation, we mean the devel-
opment of the contents and dynamics of an
individual’s special, identifiable sense of self
and, ultimately, his or her subjective sense of
individuality, continuity, coherence, and
agency. An identity that has these qualities is
a powerful motivational force. Research in
moral, civic, and political development, for
example, shows the critical role that moral
and civic identity play in making espoused
values real in one’s actual behavior (Colby et al.
2003; Youniss and Yates 1997). We know that
college is a prime moment in life for students,

including many older students, to question
and redefine their core sense of who they are.
Educators have the potential to contribute to
that process in ways that help students build
into that evolving sense of self positive ideals,
concern for the common good, and a strong
sense of responsibility. 

An identity that is well grounded in positive
values is closely linked to the second process
we want to highlight: the development of a
sense of purpose. Recent research shows how
powerfully motivating a sense of purpose can
be, and how important it can be in supporting
young people’s desire to learn. In The Path to
Purpose, William Damon (2008) defines pur-
pose as a stable and generalized intention to
accomplish something that is at the same
time meaningful to the self and consequential
for the world beyond the self. Purpose brings
people, including young people, outside
themselves and into activities that are in-
tensely engrossing. 

The pursuit of ends larger than the self also
creates strong resilience and well-being. Da-
mon (2008) reports this finding in his studies
of adolescents and young adults, and Colby
and Damon (1992) found similar dynamics at
work in the morally exceptional adults pro-
filed in their book, Some Do Care. It is note-
worthy in this regard that in his influential
studies of happiness, Martin Seligman (2002)
points to absorption in a challenging activity,
particularly one that makes a contribution to
something beyond the self, as the most reli-
able source of well-being. 

Forming an identity and developing pur-
pose are deeply implicated in the cultivation
of a “life of the mind,” the formation of a dis-
position of reflection and criticism. Since
identity and purpose are powerful motivators,
their proper development contributes signifi-
cantly to genuine intellectual engagement.
But they also help individuals connect intel-
lectual growth with more informed and re-
sponsible action, with developing a life of the
mind for practice. In A New Agenda for Higher
Education: A Life of the Mind for Practice,
William Sullivan and Matthew Rosin (2008)
call the cultivation of this capacity to put
knowledge to responsible use “practical rea-
soning.” Unfortunately, higher education pays
relatively little attention to fostering this
productive interplay of ideas and their use in
life. Yet, just that is at the core of liberal
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Five Key Dimensions of 
Personal and Social Responsibility

1. Striving for excellence: developing a
strong work ethic and consciously doing
one’s very best in all aspects of college

2. Cultivating personal and academic
integrity: recognizing and acting on a
sense of honor, ranging from honesty in
relationships to principled engagement
with a formal academic honor code

3. Contributing to a larger community:
recognizing and acting on one’s responsi-
bility to the educational community and
to the wider society—local, national,
and global

4. Taking seriously the perspectives of oth-
ers: recognizing and acting on the oblig-
ation to inform one’s own judgment;
engaging diverse and competing perspec-
tives as a resource for learning, citizen-
ship, and work

5. Developing competence in ethical and
moral reasoning: developing ethical and
moral reasoning in ways that incorporate
the previous four dimensions, and using
such reasoning in learning and in life 



education’s goal of ensuring
that students will gain from
their college experience the
ability to use knowledge and
reflection to inform their
judgment in complex worlds
of practice and to shape their
own lives for critical engage-
ment in the world. 

All three of these processes—the formation
of identity, the cultivation of life purpose, and
the practice of relating ideas to life and re-
sponsibility—are involved in achieving the
five dimensions of personal and social respon-
sibility highlighted by the Core Commitments
initiative. The three foundational processes
provide an essential developmental nexus for
fostering those dimensions. This is evident from
a brief examination of each of the Core Com-
mitments goals with our three developmental
processes in mind. 

Consider the first, and most fundamental,
of the five: a consistent pattern of striving for
excellence. In order for students to engage re-
sponsibly with their work, they need a sense of
themselves as conscientious (“I am the kind of
person who fulfills his obligations and can be
counted on to do a competent job”). If the ma-
jority of students could be helped to rise to this
degree of conscientious effort, that would be an
impressive achievement in itself. But we be-
lieve that a more ambitious educational goal is
achievable—a drive for real excellence, both
during college and beyond. The development
of knowledge-in-action and a sense of purpose
can both contribute to achieving that goal.

One key to fostering the pursuit of excel-
lence is to help students see and feel a strong
connection between their own goals and the
subjects they are learning, so that they find
themselves saying: “I need to know that! I see
how to use it.” In order to feel this way, stu-
dents need to experience engagement with
the world so that they grasp the practical, per-
sonal, and moral significance of what they
are learning. Hence, the importance of practi-
cal reasoning. We see this in the best kind of
preparation for a career: teaching practices
that place students in their future roles as
businesspeople or nurses or teachers or other
professionals so that they can experience the
many dimensions of knowledge, skill, and re-
sponsibility needed to practice these demand-
ing occupations. 

When the goals students are
pursuing are more fundamen-
tal and long-term, extending
beyond instrumentality, they
represent the kind of life
purpose that Damon has de-
scribed. Purpose in this sense
supports exceptionally robust
motivation that leads people to

work extremely hard, persisting even in the
face of serious obstacles. In studies of the de-
velopment of expertise through professional
education reported in their book, Surpassing
Ourselves, Carl Bereiter and Marlene Scar-
damalia (1993) point to a sense of intrinsic
fascination and intense engagement or flow as
one of the key factors that lead people to keep
investing in their own deepening expertise over
time, well beyond the end of their formal edu-
cation. Evidence suggests that the better stu-
dents understand and the more they embrace
the larger significance of what is being learned,
the more likely is this attitude of fascination and
the greater the likelihood that they will make
striving for excellence their basic disposition. 

The second outcome articulated by the
Core Commitments initiative, the cultivation
of personal and academic integrity, is equally
connected to the underlying developmental
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scribing. The key factor for
developing and maintaining
integrity throughout life is a
sense of self or identity in
which ethical values are cen-
tral. To support academic in-
tegrity, this must include a
strong sense of oneself as hon-
est and trustworthy. 

But identity is not the whole story. The per-
ception that knowledge is useful for pursuing
one’s goals plays a major role as well. If stu-
dents are really trying to learn, if they believe
they need the knowledge and skills being
taught, there is less incentive to cheat. How-
ever, in order to protect against academic
misconduct, the desire to learn has to be
grounded in something beyond self-promo-
tion, which points again to the importance of

intrinsic rather than extrinsic
interest—a sense of purpose
and meaning in the work it-
self. For this reason, learning
only for the sake of future ad-
vancement is not enough for
integrity. A focus on competi-
tion for the best jobs or gradu-
ate schools rather than on a

desire for real excellence in a calling can even
increase cheating.

For the third Core Commitments outcome,
contributing to a larger community, a sense of
purpose comes to center stage from the outset.
Making a contribution beyond the self is what
a sense of purpose is all about. Importantly,
lasting commitment develops most effectively
when young people find their own sense of
purpose, which means that they have a real
passion and desire to make a particular kind of
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contribution. So again, opportunities to expe-
rience, reflect upon, and practice such en-
gagements are critical to students’ achieving
this kind of commitment. This is borne out by
research—our own and others’. 

The fourth Core Commitments outcome,
taking seriously the perspectives of others—
the capacity to be open-minded and look at
issues and situations from others’ points of
view—is an essential balance to the passion
that can be generated by a strong sense of pur-
pose. The research for Some Do Care (Colby
and Damon 1992) showed an important quality
of open-mindedness in people who exemplify
extraordinary moral leadership. This critical
quality of intellectual and moral humility seems
to be missing in fanatics. It is, therefore, espe-
cially important that academic efforts to edu-
cate for civic or moral purpose teach students
to test and balance their passion through gen-
uine openness to others’ points of view. 

If they are to succeed in life, students also
need to learn how to engage skillfully the hu-
man complexities of real situations, the varied
perspectives, preferences, and claims that dif-
ferent people bring. The need to negotiate
these complexities is a big part of why knowl-
edge-in-action, or practical reason, is different
in basic form and process from the usual kind
of academic understanding. Interpersonal skill
is not sufficient for wise and responsible judg-
ment-in-action, however. For that, it is also
essential to pay attention to the underlying
dynamics of identity formation and the ex-
plicit cultivation of purpose. These issues are
integrally connected, because engaging diverse
perspectives on issues that are important to
them leads students to rethink their identities,
their moral values, and other unquestioned as-
sumptions toward the achievement of a more
mature and thoughtfully examined identity. 

Finally, developing competence in ethical
and moral reasoning such that it will perme-
ate one’s life requires going beyond the purely
cognitive aspects of morality to practical wis-
dom; engaged judgment; ethical habits of
mind, heart, and behavioral response; and a
sense of identity with integrity and purpose at
its core. In order to accomplish this, students
need to engage messy, complicated, ambigu-
ous realities and learn to identify and respond
to the ethical features of those realities. This
points to a different kind of educational expe-
rience than academic ethics courses typically

provide—one that is tied to engaged experi-
ence and practice, along with reflection on
that practice.

Beyond critical thinking
If college educators generally agree that these
five Core Commitments goals are important,
why, then, are they so rarely a priority in edu-
cational practice? There are a number of plau-
sible explanations, but the basic problem seems
evident: the academy generally neglects the
development of students’ sense of personal and
social responsibility because many in higher
education see those learning outcomes as
alien to the cherished value of analytical
thinking. The misalignment between institu-
tional priorities and the Core Commitments
goals is the unforeseen consequence of believ-
ing that the inculcation of analytic thinking
is, in itself, the central point and responsibility
of higher education. 

Analytical thinking involves making sense
of particular events in terms of general concepts
and then manipulating those concepts accord-
ing to general rules or principles. Analytical
thinking involves framing the particularity of
actual experience in terms of categories at a
higher level of abstraction. This “rigorous”
thinking is central to modern societies. It en-
ables scientific explanation and theory-build-
ing as well as their powerful application in
technological innovation.

Analytical thinking is necessary for ade-
quate functioning in most domains of modern
culture, and most entering students need con-
siderable help to gain the essential intellectual
skills it entails. These skills play an important
part in making democratic as well as academic
or intellectual life possible. Without clarity of
thought and argument, without the ability to
think critically and reason logically, people
are captive to unexamined biases and unable
to evaluate the validity of others’ claims or
their own intuitions. 

Our quarrel, then, is not with analytical
thinking itself but instead with the tendency
in the academy to treat analytical thinking as
a sufficient scholarly and scientific ideal and
educational goal. When this happens, it creates
an academic culture that reveres analytical
rigor as the only important consideration, dis-
connecting rigorous thinking from sources of
human meaning and value. This threatens to
create a culture of argument that is so critical,
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can become unmoored from
the human purposes that ra-
tionality and rigor are meant
to serve. Analytical thinking
teaches students how to argue
all sides of an issue, but pursued
by itself, it often leaves them
with the sense that the ultimate choice of
where to come down is arbitrary. One result is
that humanities disciplines, in particular, come
to be regarded by students as trading in mere
“opinion” as opposed to rigorously demon-
strated “facts”—which appear to be the only
kind of knowledge worth having. 

This is not a new problem. At the source of
Western rationality, Plato already was warn-
ing about the nihilistic potential of acquiring
skills of critical argument that are not well
grounded by a moral compass. Plato has
Socrates humorously compare such un-
moored, fledgling dialecticians to young
hounds who discover that they can tear to bits
any argument, making the weaker and worse
case seem like the stronger and better one.
(Many academics, perhaps, can recognize in
this description more than a few young and
not-so-young hounds they have encountered.) 

The development of analytical thinking is
an incomplete educational agenda in part be-
cause it disconnects rationality from purpose,
and academic understanding from practical
understanding or judgment. In order to pre-
pare for decision and action in the world, stu-
dents need to develop not only facility with
concepts and critical analysis but also judg-
ment about real situations in all their particu-
larity, ambiguity, uncertainty, and complexity.
They need to develop practical reasoning.

The university, however, has been organized
around a specialization of research that drives
discovery but has also overshadowed the edu-
cational mission of the liberal arts. As advanc-
ing research has become more prominent as
an institutional goal, it has fed back on the
educational environment. In largely unintended
but nevertheless destructive ways, the research
emphasis has reinforced the tendency among
many academics to view the promotion of dis-
ciplined inquiry as the central or only educa-
tional agenda. 

The first Core Commitments outcome, the
pursuit of excellence, points to a key problem
with the “critical-thinking agenda.” That

agenda represents the nature
of disciplined inquiry well but
it cannot explain how to get
students to care about disci-
plined inquiry and invest the
work that is necessary to mas-
ter it. In order for that to hap-
pen, inquiry needs to serve

some kind of engagement with the world. It is
through such engagement that it gains the en-
ergy, spirit, and purpose that lead to curiosity
and commitment.

An appreciation of the insufficiency of the
critical-thinking agenda also clarifies the chal-
lenges presented by the other Core Commit-
ments outcomes. It points to the importance of
grounding the consideration of multiple per-
spectives in real situations and purposes in order
to offset the risk that engaging multiple per-
spectives will lead to a morass of relativism, as
the young hounds metaphor suggests. Likewise,
acknowledging the dominance of the critical-
thinking agenda also clarifies the fifth goal,
moral reasoning. Teaching for sophisticated
moral thinking is more widespread in the acad-
emy, and more easily achieved, than fostering a
morality that permeates life, precisely because
moral reasoning is a variant of analytic think-
ing. But high-level analytic thinking about
morality is insufficient; it must be accompanied
by the kind of habitual, embodied, pervasive
morality that is the basis for a moral life.

Despite these challenges, we are optimistic
about the potential for higher education to
cultivate personal and social responsibility.
Once recognized, the thinness of the way criti-
cal thinking is currently characterized for stu-
dents can be corrected. A better understanding
of the importance of identity formation, the
development of purpose, and practical reason-
ing opens the possibility of institutionalizing a
fuller agenda for liberal education, one that en-
lists analytical reasoning toward the end of a
wider cultivation of humanity. 

How to support the development of 
identity, purpose, and practical reasoning
How, then, might we accomplish such a reori-
entation of academic practice to better sup-
port the aims of liberal education? We suggest
three steps that educators can take immedi-
ately. Realizing their full potential, however,
will require effort, organization, patience, and
the ability to learn from experiment. 
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First, pay attention to questions of mean-
ing, purpose, and personal identity in the
classroom. A recent study of student attitudes
in higher education by Alexander and Helen
Astin (2004) shows (1) that the great major-
ity of students want faculty to raise questions
of purpose and meaning, (2) that by and large
their teachers do not raise these issues, but
that (3) when they do, students feel they gain
a great deal. In order to achieve the combina-
tion of open-mindedness and commitment
that is essential to mature adulthood, it is im-
portant that faculty model and provide expe-
rience with the interplay between analytical
detachment and sensitivity to moral purpose
and meaning. 

Second, incorporate throughout both the
curriculum and the cocurriculum high-quality
experiential learning, using active, hands-on,
collaborative, inquiry-based pedagogies
(AAC&U 2007). These pedagogies are com-
monplace in some kinds of professional educa-
tion, and also in education for civic and
political engagement, though they are less
widely used in typical liberal arts courses.
Through active, hands-on learning and reflec-
tion on their experiences, students are able to
bring theory and classroom knowledge to-
gether with practice. In the process, academic
learning is challenged and refined by the
complexities of the practice arena, and the
complexities of practice are illuminated by
conceptual frames and contextual knowledge
drawn from classroom learning. 

At least as important is the fact that in
many settings of experiential learning, stu-
dents encounter models of persons they want
to be like or fear becoming. This enables stu-
dents to think in new ways about their own
identities and central commitments, making
it an extremely powerful kind of learning.
This, too, holds still largely untapped poten-
tial for teaching in the arts and sciences. 

The third important principle in educating
for identity, purpose, and practical reasoning
is to give explicit attention to the campus cul-
ture. We can enhance the culture’s support for
personal and social responsibility by providing
inspiring models, embedding symbols of key
values throughout the campus, and paying
attention to rituals and other aspects of so-
cialization into the campus community. It is
important for the institutional culture to help
students think about what they want to be

like as individuals, as professionals in their
fields, and as citizens as well as to engage them
habitually in socially responsible behaviors
through providing opportunities, incentives,
and structures for that behavior. 

If colleges could successfully expand beyond
the critical-thinking agenda, we believe
American higher education would have a
much better chance of achieving the five
goals of personal and social responsibility that
AAC&U has articulated as Core Commitments.
But that is not all. Research on professional
education and education for citizenship provides
strong evidence that this kind of preparation
would make all aspects of undergraduate
learning more robust, memorable, and usable—
both in college and in the years beyond. An
agenda for undergraduate education that thor-
oughly integrates education for purpose, iden-
tity, and practical reasoning with the already
strong education for analytic capacities will
better serve our students and also our culture;
our civic, professional, and commercial
institutions; and our democracy. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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IMAGINE YOU ARE GIVEN carte blanche to re-
configure a free-standing college campus of a
large public university according to your own
structural ideal for higher education, and that

you take as your con-
ceptual model the vi-

sion of the “New Academy” outlined in
Greater Expectations, the 2002 report of the
Association of American Colleges and Uni-
versities (AAC&U). Physically, the space
would be open and inviting; it might even in-
clude an art gallery in its spacious lobby to en-
courage and showcase “the human
imagination, expression, and the products of
many cultures” (xii). The boldest and most
substantive innovation in this utopian model,
however, would be the total eschewal of the
traditional, discipline-specific, departmental
system of organization, which “reinforces the
atomization of the curriculum by dividing
knowledge into distinct fields, even though
scholarship, learning, and life have no such ar-
tificial boundaries” (16). In its place, you
would establish interdisciplinary programs
that deliberately confound conventional dis-
tinctions among the professions and the lib-
eral arts. You would recruit a faculty of
generalists committed to interdisciplinary

teaching and scholarship as well as to foster-
ing empowered and intentional learners able
to “draw on differences and commonality to
produce a deeper experience of community”
(22).

When most of us conjure such an ideal re-
structuring of the academy, we don’t imagine
the setting to be an industrial park off a strip
mall expanse of urban roadway. Yet that is
precisely where you’ll find the University of
Southern Maine’s Lewiston-Auburn College.
In fact, to get there, you must pass Altered
Image Tattoos at the Lewiston exit and take a
left at Chick-A-Dee’s Restaurant. Turning
into the parking lot across from the United
Vending Company, you’ll see the main build-
ing, which, despite extensive renovations,
remains squat-looking and low, reminding in-
habitants of its initial use as indoor tennis
courts. Housed in this setting, the college re-
flects the greater aspirations and firm commit-
ments of this former manufacturing city to
provide its young—and not-so-young—citizens
the opportunity for just the sort of “inclusive
educational excellence” AAC&U promotes in
its Liberal Education and America’s Promise
(LEAP) initiative. 

The “New Academy”
In 1988, civic and business leaders worked
collaboratively with university representatives
to establish a campus of the University of
Southern Maine in the Lewiston-Auburn area,
and they decided to build the new college on a
solid foundation in the liberal arts. Rather than
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on professional preparation, they agreed on the
importance of emphasizing critical thinking,
written and oral communication, and an orien-
tation toward lifelong learning that would en-
rich students’ professional, personal, and civic
lives well beyond their first—or next—jobs.
Since its inception, Lewiston-Auburn Col-
lege’s mission has been to offer a curriculum
“marked by integration between the liberal arts
disciplines; between the liberal arts, the profes-
sional concentrations and the workplace; and
between the college and the community”
(Lewiston-Auburn College University of
Southern Maine 2007). In their decision to
provide what the LEAP report describes as “the
kind of life-enhancing, liberal—and liberat-
ing—education that once was available only to
the fortunate few” (AAC&U 2007, viii), the
founders of Lewiston-Auburn College antici-
pated many aspects of the “New Academy”
that now guide curricular reform at all three
campuses of the University of Southern Maine.

Conceptually, the “New Academy” emerges
from higher education reforms that address the
“multiple purposes of higher learning in a com-
plex society” and attempts to “bring together
the divergent expectations” of students, em-
ployers, policymakers, faculty, and the general
public (AAC&U 2002, 9). As friendly yet
probing faculty of this “New Academy,” we
seek in this article to draw attention to the
tensions concealed by the salutary rhetoric in
AAC&U’s calls for educational reform. We
juxtapose an account of our experiences in
curricular reform with an analysis that prob-
lematizes the rhetoric of AAC&U documents.
What, we ask, does the vision of the “New
Academy” look like when it is put into prac-
tice at an actual institution? What pedagogi-
cal advances are made, and what difficulties
are intensified? Even at a college like ours—
whose mission is to help aspiring students
achieve the “greater expectations” set by their
own community and where we collaborate with
and enjoy strong support from business and
civic leaders—it is necessary, productive, and
healthy to heighten recognition of the differ-
ing and often competing interests, values, and
expectations of our constituents and to engage
those differences thoughtfully. 

To frame the tensions we seek to scrutinize,
we borrow the phrase “market-smart and mis-
sion-centered” from the subtitle of Robert

Zemsky, Gregory Wegner, and William
Massy’s Remaking the American University
(2005). This contradictory formulation,
which aptly summarizes AAC&U’s rhetorical
lexicon, is rooted in the belief that the acad-
emy can hold to its traditional mission of serv-
ing the common good while also functioning
as a key player in the neoliberal market. Un-
like those who consider the ideology of the
market to pose the single-greatest threat to
the future of American education (Washburn
2005; Caffentzis 2008; Readings 1997),
AAC&U endeavors to bring together the di-
vergent stakeholders in higher education.
While we applaud AAC&U for its vitally im-
portant leadership, we advocate reflective cri-
tique of these terms. 

As Washburn (2005, 39) reminds us, when
John Dewey and other educational leaders
created the American Association of Univer-
sity Professors in 1915, their aim was to gain
legal protections for the academic freedom of
faculty and to establish the academy as a rare
space in American society where intellectuals
could express views that challenge the status
quo and question the moral legitimacy of cer-
tain business practices. While these larger is-
sues remain of serious concern, they are not
central to our focus on the curricular reform
efforts advocated by AAC&U. Nonetheless,
they should be kept in mind as we explore the
potential effects of the AAC&U’s efforts to in-
tegrate the market and the academy—two in-
terpenetrated yet still separate spheres.

The Liberal Education and America’s
Promise (LEAP) initiative rests on AAC&U’s
finding that consensus exists among business,
civic, and educational leaders regarding the
“essential learning outcomes” of college. In
other words, what parents, policymakers, leg-
islators, and employers want students to gain
from college is essentially the same as the
knowledge, skills, and abilities that faculty in-
tend for them. To establish such consensus,
AAC&U has had to urge faculty to define stu-
dent learning outcomes clearly and to find ef-
fective ways to assess them. AAC&U has
taken the position that when colleges and
universities respond to public demands for
greater transparency and accountability they
do not—as Bill Readings (1997) and others
have argued—succumb to the accounting
logic of consumer capitalism. Instead, assess-
ment operates as a stratagem to forestall federal
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intervention that would parallel
No Child Left Behind at the
university level. Further, for
AAC&U, the definition and
assessment of student learning
outcomes function as a way for
the academy to maintain its
autonomy, to resist the logic of
the marketplace, and to transform the terms
by which the public mission of the academy is
evaluated and reaffirmed.

Curricular reform at 
Lewiston-Auburn College 
In terms of the transformative curricular re-
forms advocated by AAC&U, the undergradu-
ate curriculum at the University of Southern
Maine’s Lewiston-Auburn College is an exem-
plar. Given the academic and political pres-
sures for more explicit curricular “outcomes,”
we began our work by intentionally revisiting
the core values of a liberal education. We
were guided by the common purpose to edu-
cate our students more effectively to take up
the “unfinished work of building a successful,
inclusive democracy” (University of Maine
System 2000). Working with colleagues across
the university to articulate a common vision
of what the goals of a liberal education could
and should be, we produced a document list-
ing the multiple literacies expected of college
graduates in the twenty-first century as well as
goals pertaining to ethical citizenship, social
responsibility, and civic engagement. The cur-
ricular plan we developed based on these
learning outcomes represents, in the words of
AAC&U Senior Scholar Lee Knefelkamp (2007),
“a statement of the civic mission of the col-
lege.” Thus, in our experience, designing an
outcomes-based curriculum has been a way to
reaffirm the civic purpose of a college educa-
tion. By making the intended learning more
explicit, the “New Academy” articulates the
specific ways it upholds its historical role of
promoting the health of our democracy.

At the same time, however, as the curriculum
committee began to translate the vision of lib-
eral education into specific curricular themes
and models, our commitment to serious, re-
spectful dialogue and collaboration was repeat-
edly put to the test. Fundamental questions
and differences emerged as we attempted to
work out the details of a curriculum designed
to “reach beyond the classroom to the larger

community” and to ask stu-
dents to “apply their develop-
ing analytical skills and
ethical judgment to concrete
problems in the world around
them” (AAC&U 2002, 26).
Such enduring topics as envi-
ronmental sustainability,

democracy and difference, and social and eco-
nomic justice became the themes of our new
general education curriculum. As they do
everywhere, these vexing concerns quickly
became highly politicized and hotly contested
among our faculty. We grappled with differing
disciplinary and philosophical positions, with
questions of academic freedom, and with
concerns about the pedagogies appropriate to
the work of encouraging critical inquiry and
ethically informed action. This work provided
an indispensable and authentic lesson in our

need to practice the habits of mind and heart
necessary to the inclusive democratic practices
we hope to teach our students.

The new core curriculum at Lewiston-Auburn
College embodies many of the seven “Princi-
ples of Excellence” foregrounded in College
Learning for the New Global Century, the 2007
LEAP report. Principle Four, for example,
calls on schools to “engage the big questions,”
which is exactly what our four curricular themes
are meant to accomplish. However, what
our faculty found in the process of construct-
ing this new core is that AAC&U’s discourse
quickly begs a lot questions itself: Which “big
questions” do we tackle? Engage them how?
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form, we discovered, cannot
make much progress without
first airing our own differences
on such global issues—an under-
taking that can lead, in turn,
to contentious debate over
which pedagogies should be
employed to entertain the
questions that are ultimately
selected for examination. 

Indeed, the very title of the
core curriculum produced the inquiry, “How,
Then, Shall We Live?” Even in our college’s
literature, each theme is accompanied by a
question. For the theme of “sustainability,” 
for example, we ask, “in a world where there
are never enough resources to do all that we
might want, how do we live and make decisions
in a just and ethical way?” Many on our faculty
maintain that raising such “big questions” 
inevitably and rightfully leads to a form of
“advocacy teaching” that might challenge the
norms and ideologies of American possessive
individualism. Pedagogically, such “advocacy
teaching” requires an interrogative mode that
does not shrink from guiding students toward
making observations that may be critical of
existing social or market practices. 

Thus, when AAC&U advocates for “an in-
vigorated and practical liberal education as
the most powerful form of learning for the
twenty-first century” (2002, ix), we must ask
what is behind such rhetoric. The effect is an
invitation not only to raise the “big questions,”
but also to provide critiques that will neces-
sarily depart from outcomes aimed directly at
producing students committed solely to ad-
vancing “economic vitality” and “individual
opportunity” (AAC&U 2007, 4). While we
suspect that precisely this pedagogical outcome
is anticipated—and even considered desir-
able—by the AAC&U leadership, its rhetoric
nonetheless remains coy about making clear
political commitments.

Cross purposes
Two related elements in AAC&U discourse
warrant further consideration, namely the oft-
repeated references to “essential learning out-
comes” and to “what really matters in college.”
These phrases cover the divergence between
what students expect to gain from their col-
lege education and what the faculty of the

“New Academy” intend for
them. As we all know, what
“really matters” to students is
that their education enable
them to land a good job and
advance in their careers after
graduation. Obtaining a college
degree is generally considered
an investment necessary for
financial security and per-
sonal advancement. As such,
outcomes related to social re-

sponsibility, civic engagement, and global
awareness are low on the list of student priori-
ties, while critical thinking, communication
skills, and competency in math and science
are held to be of moderate importance. That
is, students’ priorities tend to be the inverse of
those of academic, civic, and business leaders
(Humphreys and Davenport 2005). To ad-
dress this divide, AAC&U recommends help-
ing students and their parents understand
“what really matters in college.”

AAC&U believes that this statistical dis-
crepancy establishes the need for the “New
Academy” to be “market-smart”: the LEAP re-
port explains that the designated set of learn-
ing outcomes are “essential” because “in an
economy fueled by innovation, the capabilities
developed through a liberal education have
become America’s most valuable economic as-
set” (2007, 13). Similarly, in Lewiston-Auburn
College’s own marketing materials, we confi-
dently assure our students that the skills and
abilities they will hone will help them get a
job and further their careers. We recruit stu-
dents with the promise of upward mobility
and then—in a fairly undisguised “bait-and-
switch” maneuver—entice them into an edu-
cational experience that intends to upend their
previously cherished priorities. We attract stu-
dents to our programs with the promise of mar-
ketability, but we hope that their actual learning
will encourage them to question the very
notion of marketability itself. To be sure, we
are all in favor of student success in the work-
place; but we also hope, in the pedagogical
spirit of Paulo Freire, that our graduates will
leave with the ability to critique “the logic of
the present system” even as they enter into it.
Only then can higher education serve out
Freire’s vision of a “practice of freedom” that
affords younger generations the intellectual
capacities to transform the more malevolent
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practices and values of capitalism (Shaull
2000, 39).

Our purpose here is not to scold AAC&U
for its rhetorical capitulation to the ideology
of the marketplace. On the contrary, we
maintain that the effort to help the general
public understand what “really” matters in
college contains within it a progressivist
agenda to conserve the academy’s traditionally
oppositional calling. Indeed, when AAC&U
and the Council for Higher Education Ac-
creditation (2008) assert that “higher educa-
tion has an obligation to our democracy as
well as our economy,” it’s clear that the liberal
education envisioned by AAC&U runs counter
to the “competing curriculum” of global 
consumer capitalism. However, when it fore-
grounds a perceived seamlessness in the stu-
dent outcomes desired by business, civic, and
education leaders, AAC&U undermines the
unique and historical role the academy has
played in providing a countercultural voice. 

We appreciate the political exigencies un-
der which AAC&U operates. Nonetheless, we
contend that without clearer delineation of
the conflicting ethical implications of learn-
ing outcomes, we risk the loss of autonomy.
As Toni Morrison warns (2000, 7), “if the
university does not take seriously and rigor-
ously its role as guardian of wider civic free-
doms, as interrogator of more and more
complex ethical problems, as servant and pre-
server of deeper democratic practices, then
some regime or ménage of regimes will do it
for us, in spite of us, and without us.” Indeed,
we need only look to the 2006 report of U.S.
Secretary of Education Margaret Spelling’s
Commission on the Future of Higher Educa-
tion for evidence that such a usurpation of
academic autonomy is well underway already.

As we endeavor to assess the learning of
our graduating students at Lewiston-Auburn
College, we share the sentiments of a single
mother working her way out of poverty, who,
like many of our students, was the first in her
family to earn a college degree: “One of the
wonderful things about America is that we’re
continually making progress, and we make
progress because we continue to question the
way things are now” (Bazar 2006). Such con-
victions, however innocent, reflect a dual
disposition and a transgressive role for higher
education. On the one hand, students remain
hopeful about a progressive narrative for 

the country’s future; on the other, they be-
lieve that meaningful and continuous civic
transformation is essential for that progres-
sive narrative to be realized. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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SCHOLARSHIP AND TEACHING in the humanities
can sometimes be overly self-referential. Rather
than foster citizenship and social engagement,
undergraduate literature classes are often lim-
ited to exercises in textual interpretation as
students learn to compare and contrast formal
devices and thematic motifs. How do we mea-
sure the student’s mastery of Dostoyevsky’s
Crime and Punishment, for example? Is it by his
or her ability to retain the plot and character
actions? Is it by the number of different motifs
the student is able to identify? Is it by his or
her ability to recognize verbal polyphony? Or,

rather, is it by the stu-
dent’s refusal to hurt

another person regardless of how miserable and
despicable that person may be? Is it by his or her
decision to volunteer at a homeless shelter be-
cause poverty, as Dostoyevsky depicts, corrodes
humanity? The step from analyzing verbal poly-
phony to fighting poverty is not a short one,
and only rarely does teaching and scholarship in
the humanities help students make that step. 

Ultimately, fostering the ability to own (en-
act and embody) a literary or philosophical in-
sight should be central to humanities learning
in college. Withdrawal into information
transfer without a view of tangible action or
application is a serious failure of education.
“We know we can teach [students] Keynesian
economics and the history of the Italian Re-
naissance,” Richard Hersh and Carol Geary
Schneider explain (2005, 10). “But if that is
all we do, then we have failed them. If, in the
process, we don’t also teach students about pas-
sion and the relationship between passion and
responsible action, then we leave them dulled.” 

If this insight is true of science, it is doubly
true of the humanities. Science students at
least have the advantage of practicing the
application of scientific concepts to phenomena
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ities students, however, the transfer of knowl-
edge from concept to action often goes untested
and unrealized. Yet, the stakes in the humanities
are just as high as in science, if not higher. If
we cannot afford to have students fail in the
application of trigonometry concepts, we defi-
nitely cannot afford to have them read Robert
Graves and easily justify a war, or to have them
read Daniel Quinn’s Ishmael and remain indif-
ferent to animal extinction. Embodied and
enacted humanism is more powerful than its
theoretical counterpart, and it results in better
conceptual learning as well. 

Strategies for making concepts tangible
How can we foster this type of learning in the
humanities classroom? In attempting to an-
swer this question here, I propose five strate-
gies for making concepts tangible: through
media and the arts, through activism, through
cocreation, through contemporizing, and
through cross-pollination. Underlying these
strategies are three interconnected ideas that
have been suggested in the literature on the
crisis of the humanities. These ideas are cen-
tered on overcoming extreme specialization and
formalism (Spellmeyer 2003), opening a wider
frame of reference through interdisciplinary
crossover (Klein 2005; Gallagher and Green-
blatt 2000), and reattaching the humanities
to the arts (Scholes 1998; Spellmeyer 2003;
McBride 2004).

The five strategies derive from my own per-
sonal teaching experience at two colleges as well
as from the observation of countless classrooms
across the country in the course of a nationwide
study of interdisciplinary education conducted
by the Harvard Graduate School of Education.
The course examples discussed below are
composite portraits of courses either observed
or personally delivered. The idea behind propos-
ing specific strategies is not to foreclose further
experimentation, but rather to open doors wide
for building upon these pedagogies by way of
extension, critical development, and adapta-
tion to individual instructional needs.

1. Embodiment through media and the arts.
The media and the arts strategy calls upon
students to embody abstract concepts through
the creation of artifacts. Literary styles or
philosophical ideas are transformed into objects
(masques, models, designs, drawings) executed
in a medium of the student’s choice (clay,

charcoal, wood, computer animation, poetry,
music). Students have to capture—and be
able to articulate—the essential aspect(s) of
the humanistic concept studied. As a result,
reading the textbook description of the con-
cept becomes not an end in itself but an idea
generator for the creative project. The physi-
cal expression of an abstract idea through art
makes the concept more real and personally
meaningful for students. Through creative em-
bodiment, students acquire ownership of ideas.
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The application of this strategy transforms
the teaching of Introduction to Humanities
from a dates-and-names course into a studio
environment. Instead of overloading students
with reams of data, the instructor identifies core
themes and categories of the topic (e.g., the
Renaissance, linearity, the mechanical uni-
verse of the Enlightenment) and then asks
students to represent them in an artistic medium
of their choice. The creative process may take
place inside or outside the classroom, depending

on time and material constraints. The critique
session takes place in class and involves both
the presentation of the artifacts by students
and their justification of creative choices by
the content of the explored concept.

2. Activism. The activism strategy provides
opportunities for students to act upon insights
developed through conceptual learning in the
humanities classroom. Not all humanities courses
lend themselves equally well to an activist ex-
tension (interdisciplinary or problem-based
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both instructional and institutional effort to
make this work. But when established, on
however limited a scale, these opportunities
offer the most direct way to experience human-
istic concepts in action. 

In the course Literature and the Environ-
ment, for example, the discussion and inter-
pretation of texts (e.g., Daniel Quinn’s Ishmael,
Aldo Leopold’s Sand County Almanac, Annie
Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek) is reinforced
by real-life opportunities to act upon newly
forged beliefs through limited service at a local
environmental organization. To make a transi-
tion from understanding biocentrism to prac-
ticing it, students may engage in investigative
reporting on industrial pollution, participate
in tracking a compromised species, or address
K–12 audiences on a particular environmen-
tal issue. They also write a “call-to-arms” term
paper documenting their experiential learning
and calling attention to an urgent civic issue.
Students in such a class develop a new approach
to the environment and to the humanities as
they begin to see the world-changing poten-
tial of the texts they read. Their writing style
matures through better argumentation, in-
creased social engagement, and the develop-
ment of a distinctive personal voice. Students
emerge from this course as concerned citizens—
asking why before they ask how, and driven to
translate humanistic insight into social practice.

3. Cocreation. The cocreation strategy
transforms a student of literature from an ad-
miring reader into an involved cocreator. Stu-
dents read texts with a view to their potential
transformation, extension, or critical develop-
ment. They see in “Great Books” the act of
great creativity and craftsmanship in which
they, too, can take part. Such creative partici-
pation tends to foster deeper understanding
and appreciation of literature, while also de-
veloping in students a more critical stance.

A course that focuses in-depth on a few lit-
erary texts or authors is a good candidate for
the application of this strategy. One way to
make interpretive efforts vibrant and vital to
students (and not too formal or abstract) is to
connect them to students’ own imaginations
and writings. A student may be asked to act as
coauthor of Middlemarch, for example, and to
expand upon or further develop the original
masterwork. The student may invent a new
character and insert it into the story, provide a

different ending to a novel, or situate the events
of a novel within a different culture or time. By
enacting these transformations, the students be-
come deeply immersed in the style and subject
matter, and they are empowered by cocreative
license to change and critique them. The result
is critical and mature ownership of both the
mechanics of the text and its core ideas. 

4. Contemporizing. The contemporizing
strategy brings abstract concepts to life by
steeping them in the present moment. As en-
gaged participants in their own culture, stu-
dents read the past through the lens of the
present and develop deeper insight into it. By
“trying on” a particular concept that is made
obscure and abstract by spatial and temporal
distance, students become aware of the partic-
ulars of their own cultural experience, which
they begin to see as more malleable and open
to transformative action and intervention.
This strategy involves the process of embedding
remote ideas within contemporary culture and
personal experience.

Teaching Daniel Defoe’s novel Moll Flanders,
for example, may involve a dry analysis of the
materialism of early capitalism in the Age of
Enlightenment. Alternatively, the instructor
can make this historical period come alive by
comparing and contrasting Moll Flanders’s
acquisitiveness to our own cultural obsession
with profit, image, and personal security. What
is our judgment of our own materialism? Is it
similar to or different from Moll’s? Students
can also be asked to find a contemporary
equivalent of Moll among media personalities
or to rewrite an episode of the story—using the
cocreation strategy in addition to contempo-
rizing—for a contemporary audience. Through
the search for points of connection and dis-
connection between the text and their own
culture, students emerge as historically in-
formed readers of classical texts and as critical
consumers of their own culture.

5. Cross-pollination. New insights or plans
of action are often born at the intersection of
two ideas, methodologies, or concepts. Since
the humanities disciplines are in the business of
commenting on, critiquing, and contextualiz-
ing events, experiences, and phenomena, they
lend themselves most naturally to interdiscipli-
nary crossover. The cross-pollination strategy
involves bringing a humanities perspective to
bear on topics or methodologies outside of its
realm or on different disciplines within its own
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realm. Substance and depth
are imparted by linking con-
cepts from different disciplines.

A more complex and multi-
faceted understanding of hu-
man memory is bound to emerge within a
college classroom when, for example, the per-
spectives of a neuroscientist and a literary
critic converge. In a class such as Science and
Literature of Memory, students learn about
memory mechanisms as manifestations of brain
function. But by also reading biographies and
autobiographies, they recognize that different
memory mechanisms lead to different ways of
recording or retaining life events. Students dis-
cover both the fallibility and the internal logic
of memory through the lenses of neuroscience
and creative writing. In the process, the whole
notion of memory is enlarged, concretized,
and transformed into a tool for self-inquiry. 

All five of the preceding strategies for making
concepts tangible aim to take students beyond
theoretical abstraction and put them in touch
with tangible reality: the reality of one’s cre-
ative process, wordsmithing, or craftsmanship
in any medium (strategies 1 and 3); the reality
of social life (strategy 2); the reality of one’s
own time and culture (strategy 4), and the re-

ality of knowledge as revealed
in transfer (strategy 5). None
of the strategies shortchanges
conceptual learning in any
way. But they all view con-

ceptual learning as a means, not as an end in
itself. To embody concepts in clay or charcoal
or to push them further through coauthoring
requires close reading and sophisticated inter-
pretation. To implement ideas—such as envi-
ronmental agency—in a real-world setting,
one needs to possess thorough and critical
knowledge of those ideas. The act of “trying
on” in the present concepts that may be
rooted in the remote past or converging ideas
from several different fields make it imperative
that students know the historical and disci-
plinary context well enough to be able to en-
gage in a productive compare-and-contrast
process. Thus, the goals of liberal education
and the personal ownership of ideas impart a
higher purpose and motivation to the study of
the humanities and enhance, rather than com-
promise, theoretical and conceptual learning. 

This conclusion is echoed and substantiated
by Scholarship in Public: Knowledge Creation
and Tenure Policy in the Engaged University, a
new report from the Tenure Team Initiative of
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and Scholars in Public Life.
The authors of the report
point out that “significant
numbers of faculty believe
that public scholarship and
creative work are driving vital
new areas in the humanities
and arts” (Ellison and Eatman
2008, iii). Therefore, they
urge, initiatives of public en-
gagement on the part of arts
and humanities faculty need to be supported
by “the reward system, the incentive system,
our communication practices” (x). Hopefully,
the many examples of public engagement in
the humanities scholarship cited in this report
as well as the recommendations to support
them administratively indicate a turning tide. 

Engaged humanities scholars 
Many more strategies could be developed to
help move academic practice beyond theory
building to active reengagement with social
life. The obstacles to this goal of liberalizing
humanities education, however, are many.
The tenure system pushes for ultraspecializa-
tion and for the formalization of humanities
disciplines, cultivating the ivory purity of
their abstract conceptual bases. The continu-
ing dominance of postmodernist thought in
research and criticism challenges and decon-
structs the role of the humanities as a positive
force in society. Yet there is reason for hope.
A number of top humanities scholars are gain-
ing recognition for pioneering approaches that
bring the humanities out of the ivory tower
and back into the thick of cultural life. By at-
tending to the goals of liberal education, these
scholars inspire hope that humanities research
and teaching may move in this direction.

Elaine Scarry, the Walter M. Cabot Profes-
sor of Aesthetics and the General Theory of
Value in the English department at Harvard
University, keeps a very close eye on how lit-
erary theory can be applied to the most urgent
issues in the world—war, electronic signaling,
plane crashes, nuclear weapons, and the expe-
rience of pain. She applies the same analytical
energies to the study of Thackeray as she does
to reading documents on the 1996 crash of
TWA flight 800 or naval weapons manuals.
Scarry sees her mission as that of an engaged
public intellectual. “There is nothing about

being an English professor
that exempts you from the
normal obligations of citizen-
ship,” she observes. Literary
criticism provides a method-
ology for “reading” contem-
porary culture and even for
“solv[ing] social problems and
sav[ing] lives” (Eakin 2000).
Passion for disciplinary cross-
over and public activism mark
Scarry’s work in the humani-

ties and demonstrate that, even from atop the
ivory tower, humanists can branch out into
the real world and make their voices count.

With doctoral and master’s degrees in elec-
trical engineering and computer science as
well as a Master of Fine Arts degree in music,
Diana Dabby, associate professor of electrical
engineering and music at Olin College of 
Engineering, bridges two academic worlds: the
sciences and the arts. A concert pianist and a
composer, Dabby feeds initial musical themes
into a “chaotic mapping” engine she devel-
oped to produce nonlinear musical variations
of the original works. Composers around the
world use her engineering innovation to gen-
erate creative nonlinear variations on musical
themes. This technique for connecting chaos
theory and musical expression can also be ap-
plied to other art forms—visual or kinetic in-
puts in graphic art, word sequences in poetry,
or dance movements. In a sense, Dabby makes
physics concepts audible and tangible in her
musical compositions. This cross-disciplinary
translation is a form of cocreation: she actually
extends and enriches her musical expression
through subtly engineered variations. She also
demonstrates the creative range of science
and makes her students aware of its power to
channel personal expression.

Stephen Greenblatt has long been a propo-
nent of “treating cultures as texts” (Gallagher
and Greenblatt 2000, 13). The New Historicist
approach, of which he is considered the founder,
treats a literary text as a product of its time
and social environment rather than a thing in
itself. The placement of a text within its broader
social and historical context transforms it
into a tangible cultural artifact, the carrier of
contemporaneous social concerns, economic
practices, and philosophical beliefs. The New
Historicist project, according to Greenblatt
and Gallagher, is concerned with “finding the
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creative power that shapes literary works out-
side the narrow boundaries in which it had
hitherto been located, as well as within those
boundaries” (2000, 12). In this effort, Green-
blatt “contemporizes” the literary text; he
makes it aware of its historical and cultural
roots and connects it powerfully to the audi-
ence. Students process the text on more levels
than the linguistic and become engaged read-
ers of the whole culture that produced it. 

Scott Gilbert, an accomplished biologist at
Swarthmore College and author of a major
textbook of developmental biology, is also
trained in cultural and feminist theory and
teaches a course called History and Critique
of Biology. Humanistic insight helps him put
biology in a broader social context. In this
encounter, cultural theory of gender roles,
for example, meets with biological facts on
mimicry, gender cannibalism, and the process
of fertilization. Some of the theory stands up
to the test and is enriched by scientific data.
Other concepts and metaphors—for example,
“sperm as a warhead”—prove to be biologically
fallible and misleading. Gilbert sees both science
and the humanities as two interpretive sys-
tems—one bent on limiting interpretations
and paring away false assumptions (science),
and the other (humanities) on generating a
steady stream of new interpretations. This
cross-disciplinary dialogue helps Gilbert’s stu-
dents overcome the misconceptions that science
is just solid truth and that humanistic con-
cepts are pure abstractions. They realize that
the conceptualizations of the humanities refer
to phenomena and tangible relationships in
the real world and that the real world both
learns from these ideas and metaphors and
informs them in a reciprocal way. 

Conclusion
The efforts of these scholars are driven by the
same core impulse as the five strategies pro-
posed above, namely, the desire to restore to
the humanities its liberal education mission
of fostering involved citizenship and active
ownership of ideas. Scarry imparts the sophis-
tication of literary analysis to the interpretation
and resolution of urgent issues of the day. Dabby
extends musical ideas by translating them into
a physical medium. Greenblatt opens up literary
texts to the larger culture that produced them.
Gilbert tests and probes humanistic insights
by bringing relevant scientific data to bear on

them. These approaches indicate the variety
of opportunities for connecting the humanities
to real issues and physical phenomena and for
fostering in students a sense of tangible own-
ership. Following the lead of these scholars
could create momentum for reawakening hu-
manities teaching to its civic duty.

The engagement of students in cocreation,
action, and ownership of concepts does not
compromise conceptual learning in the hu-
manities. On the contrary, it enhances it. On
a par with measuring students’ conceptual un-
derstanding and skill at textual analysis, new
outcomes should be developed within the hu-
manities disciplines to measure the maturity
of students’ moral judgment, their degree of
social awareness, and their ability to own and
embody their beliefs and theories. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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ALTHOUGH IT MAY BE DIFFERENT at your insti-
tution, if you hang around public universities
that have less than selective admissions poli-
cies, you are bound to hear a litany of com-
plaints about today’s students. They lack the
attitude required for productive and serious
academic work, and too many lack disciplined
study habits; they have short attention spans
and very little patience with academic work.
Furthermore, they are too frequently devoid
of self-criticism, unable to delay gratification,

intellectually incuri-
ous, and unwilling to

tolerate principled difference. Sadly, some can
even wear ignorance as an entitled right.

The blame game 
But who’s to blame for this? The popular press
indicts ineffective public school teachers at
the elementary and secondary levels; parents
who preempt their children’s problem solving
and, as a consequence, erode their self-re-
liance; parents and teachers who insulate stu-
dents from failure, resulting in unrealistically
high self-esteem and an unreasonable sense of
entitlement; computer games, MySpace,
Facebook, YouTube, and similar distractions;
teachers, administrators, and students who
conspire to expect little from each other and
fail to hold each other accountable. Other ob-
servers invoke more general sociocultural

changes, including a generational lack of em-
pathy, an eroding work ethic, and a deepening
cynicism about the value or relevance of work
and educational accomplishment. 

Some of this sounds very like blaming the
victim, and we academicians are well advised
to address our own complicity and culpability.
Universities overpay “CEOs” and faculty stars,
whose salaries elevate not standards but tu-
ition and fees; teachers fear facing the risks
and discomforts of maintaining appropriately
high academic standards; college leaders and
alumni show more interest in sports than aca-
demics; and many board members and presi-
dents are more attendant to the interests and
concerns of politicians than to the need to
create educational environments that support
student accomplishment. Too often, our pro-
paganda about ourselves outstrips the academic
experience we actually provide.

And, of course, political leaders rarely consider
their own culpability. Postsecondary schools
have suffered large and repeated cuts in state
financial support. Politicians stay in power
and thrive by cutting their constituents’ taxes,
and they portray higher education institutions
as wasteful in order to justify cuts in state sup-
port. Their actions injure public universities,
but the resulting burden falls even more harshly
on parents and students. In terms of academic
preparedness, midrange students who cannot
qualify for academic scholarships must make up
the deficit—they or their parents. Extreme fam-
ily or student debt is one result. Another is the
dramatic rise in the number of students who
work twenty hours or more per week—some
merely to maintain a more comfortable life-
style, others out of necessity, but with both
groups losing hours that should be devoted to
academic work. Rising costs, financial and
otherwise, intensify student and parent skep-
ticism about the value of higher education.
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Many, perhaps most, faculty openly applaud
high standards and privately disdain col-
leagues with weak standards and high grades.
The academic culture encourages exactly the
kind of remedy many faculty publicly advo-
cate: setting high but attainable standards
that students must struggle to meet and that
result in accomplishments in which they can
justly take pride. Many students, after all, de-
sire to possess degrees and grades that testify
to their intellectual courage, effort, and ac-
complishment; they want an education that
measures more than mere accumulation of
credit hours.

Despite acknowledging the need to expect
more of students, however, individual faculty
may anticipate that implementing stronger aca-
demic standards will lead to student backlash
and consequent low student evaluations, hostile
commentaries on RateMyProfessor.com, em-
barrassing grade appeals and grievances filed
through a process that demeans student and
professor alike, and a lower demand for their
courses that will be noted disapprovingly by
chairs and deans. Insofar as personnel decisions
rely upon student approval, faculty, especially
those without tenure, fear disadvantage if they
raise standards.

Far from reassuring faculty, administrators
may emphasize that enrollment and retention
figures depend upon student and parental
satisfaction. The subtext is inescapable: it is
preferable to cut assignments, dumb down ex-
ams, and grant the marginal grade than to lose
students. Individual students will surely not
object; nor will their parents, most of whom
simply want their children to obtain the eco-
nomic advantages that accompany a college
degree. These circumstances inhibit and un-
dermine faculty efforts to develop courses in
directions that improve learning.

Although public colleges may refer to tradi-
tional liberal arts ideals, their missions stress
egalitarianism and democratic values that too
often become confused with capitalism. Thus,
to escape accusations of classism or elitism,
public schools declare themselves open to
business for everyone. They become enter-
prises accountable to their boards for efficiency
and cost effectiveness, students become cus-
tomers, teachers and staff devolve to merchants
or mere providers of services, and parents
think of themselves as consumers who pay for

degrees. The simplified democratic mission is to
grant certification for middle-class employment,
to train workers, and, at its most idealized, to
educate for citizenship.

At elite colleges, research universities, and
graduate schools, the professoriate retains its
high stature. But this is not the case at regional
comprehensive colleges that have adopted,
even if only by default, the consumerist model
in which the products for sale are grades and
degrees. If eroding standards are relevant to
this perspective, it is only because they debase
the economic value of the degrees to which
students are entitled.

Grading practices
Faculty may pay token tribute to the traditional
use of grades as determining incentives, but
they typically resist discussing with any partic-
ularity the grading practices of others. In pri-
vate, many admit to deep resentment against
colleagues who encourage students to expect
unearned high grades and no serious conse-
quence for violating the conditions or policies
spelled out on syllabi. They seem to forget
that they are all, of course, held hostage to each
other’s behavior, as students approach each
new professor with attitudes and expectations
created in part by previous professors. Inflated
grades distort students’ attitudes and under-
mine the credibility of higher education with
graduate schools, employers, and other stake-
holders. Many universities do not include grad-
ing practices in their faculty evaluations and
personnel decisions. Grading policy as described
in syllabi might be examined, but individual
grading standards and patterns are ordinarily
considered somehow to be an academic freedom
that is outside anyone else’s concern.

University-wide grading policies also
should be reexamined in light of their contri-
bution to discouraging student responsibility.
Included here are overly generous drop and
withdrawal periods, grade forgiveness options,
and weakening dismissal and probation stan-
dards. One grading policy reform that merits
consideration is to use the “pass-fail” system
for all courses in which grades are not deter-
mined by level of academic performance but
by mere attendance or participation in work
experiences. The grades that accrue in any
course lacking academic performance expec-
tations have a dilatory effect on faculty efforts
to strengthen standards. Grades ought to reflect
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knowledge, skills, and under-
standings, not mere obedience
to rules, short-lived memoriza-
tions for tests, or showing up
regularly for an internship or
practicum. 

Grade inflation is commonly
cited as the heart of the stan-
dards issue. However, in any
particular course or class, high,
even very high, grades may or
may not reflect low standards, just as low grades
may or may not reflect high standards. Obvi-

ously, teachers can shift their
grade distributions without
truly altering their academic
standards. Only careful evalu-
ation of what students are
being asked to learn and how
well that learning is being as-
sessed can determine whether
standards are appropriately
high. The true center of the
standards issue concerns

whether an instructor’s grades reflect differences
among students in terms of their acquisition

WI N T E R 2009 L I B E R A L ED U C A T I O N 47

P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

I
V

E
S

The simplified 
democratic mission is 
to grant certification 

for middle-class 
employment, 

to train workers, and, 
at its most idealized, 

to educate 
for citizenship

Frostburg State
University



P
E

R
S

P
E

C
T

I
V

E
S of the knowledge, skills, and understandings

expected of graduates of the university. But we
cannot determine whether our students are
learning what they should until we improve our
assessment procedures and grading practices. 

Although developing better assessments of
meaningful educational goals will require time,
some solutions to the problem of grade inflation
are immediate and direct. For example, univer-
sities can record and report all students’ rank
within a class along with the letter grades.
Certainly, a student’s overall average rank
would be more useful than today’s highly in-
flated grade point averages. These transcript

changes—joined with a grading scale that as-
signs the C grade only to those who meet basic
university-level standards, the B grade only to
students who substantially exceed basic course
and university expectations, and the A grade
only to students who are truly outstanding—
would give external parties more confidence
in the honesty of our students’ transcripts. 

In broadest terms, the general problem of
declining effectiveness and repute is best ad-
dressed by institutional self-criticism and the
reassertion of core values. It should not be
the mission of a university to reassure students
so they can merely continue along their
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comfortable paths. Rather, universities ought
to test the limits of students’ learning and
challenge them with the realities of their aca-
demic abilities, degrees of competitiveness,
and levels of motivation. Sometimes students
will come painfully to understand that they
are not as talented or diligent as they have
been led to believe. Many times, however,
they will experience the deep satisfaction of
discovering their own greater capacities.

Time to act
Even in nonselective and poorly funded institu-
tions, faculty, individually and collectively, can

reassert the value of education by acting to raise
academic standards. We offer below a list of
politically and personally difficult actions that
would help accomplish that important goal:
• As leaders, teachers, or colleagues, seriously

examine the extent of your own complicity
in the decline of academic standards.

• Develop and implement clear, tough, fair
standards in your classes and assign grades
that reflect levels of student performance
that match the traditional meanings of A,
B, C, D, and F grades—and ask your col-
leagues to do the same.

• Remember that the level of learning we
expect of our students reflects the degree to
which we take their educations seriously
and the respect we have for our disciplines.

• Develop and implement a rigorous approach
to the evaluation of teaching that focuses
on learning outcomes and that rewards
clarity and high-but-achievable academic
expectations. 

• Conscientiously evaluate each other’s teach-
ing, and absolutely do not delegate that impor-
tant work to students via student evaluations.

• Speak truth to power—educate boards, leg-
islators, and administrators on the limits of
efficiency, of crude measures of productiv-
ity, and of the corporate model of academe. 

• Through outspoken advocacy, test deans,
provosts, and presidents for their commit-
ment to establishing conditions that
strongly support student learning and
accomplishment. 

• Resist parental and political pressure to
lower expectations or standards, even at
the short-term cost of decreased retention
rates, longer time to degree, and smaller
graduating classes. 

• Strengthen admissions standards for your
major programs; departments might, for
example, develop standardized examinations
for use in gatekeeping courses.

• Collaborate with other departments such as
English, mathematics, and computer science
in the identification of those minimum skill
levels appropriate for admission to your major.

• Above all, patiently persuade students to
share your convictions about the long-term
value of a well-earned education. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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AT BENTLEY COLLEGE, a four-year private in-
stitution located in Waltham, Massachusetts,
over 90 percent of students major in business
disciplines. For decades, Bentley’s strong arts
and sciences departments have battled for a
place within an overwhelmingly career-fo-

cused curriculum, and
great strides have

been made to change the traditional relation-
ship between business and the arts and sci-
ences. Recently, for example, students gained
the opportunity to pursue a double major
comprising a business discipline and an inter-
disciplinary liberal studies program. And over
two recent summers, in an effort designed to
facilitate the integration of liberal learning
principles across the curriculum, the college
has offered weeklong workshops to faculty in
both business and the arts and sciences. 

The value of liberal learning
Bentley’s desire to integrate liberal learning
principles across the curriculum is based on
the belief that business and the arts and sci-
ences are complementary, rather than competi-
tive, elements of a complete education. A
genuinely rich education should be the basis for
both professional success and a more mean-
ingful life. The ability to deal with ambiguity,

for example, or to integrate seemingly unre-
lated ideas and perspectives helps young
women and men succeed in their chosen fields.
This notion is echoed by the former chief ex-
ecutive officer of General Motors, Roger Smith
(1987), who believes that “the Liberal Arts
may ultimately prove to be the most relevant
learning model. People trained in the Liberal
Arts learn to tolerate ambiguity and to bring
order out of apparent confusion. They have the
kind of sideways thinking and cross-classifying
habit of mind that comes from learning, among
other things, the many different ways of look-
ing at literary works, social systems, chemical
processes, or languages.”

Fostering such “sideways thinking” is one
aim of the liberal arts. Getting business stu-
dents to recognize that they, too, can benefit
from such a background is essential to their
success in industry. Employers are asking for a
broader set of skills and attitudes that include
more effective communication and quantitative
skills as well as familiarity with and grounding
in issues related to innovation, diversity, and
global cultures (Schneider 2005). According
to Roberts T. Jones (2005, 35), “virtually all
occupational endeavors require a working ap-
preciation of the historical, cultural, ethical,
and global environments that surround the
application of skilled work.” 

Given the economic effects of globalization,
institutions of higher education need to reex-
amine their approaches to teaching and learn-
ing in order to ensure that they are preparing
their students for the ever-changing nature of
“the world of work” (Schneider 2005, 3). As
Thomas L. Friedman (2006, 302) observes,
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develop in a flat world is the ability to ‘learn
how to learn’—to constantly absorb, and
teach yourself, new ways of doing old things
or new ways of doing new things.” Such an
approach is the basis of a liberal education.

Liberal learning workshops
In 2004, Bentley College received a grant
from the Davis Foundation to integrate liberal
learning with professional training. Recogniz-
ing the overlap between the two traditional
approaches and enhancing some of those ap-
proaches was one goal of the workshops sup-
ported by the Davis Foundation. “Our goal,”
the grant application explained, “is to reshape
the curriculum in such a way that our students
will encounter core liberal arts skill sets and
perspectives in all their courses, and will be
able to make meaningful and productive links
between and among seemingly vastly different
learning contexts. The priorities of liberal ed-
ucation will then be ‘marbled’ throughout the
curriculum.” In addition, we set out to “mar-
ble” these perspectives and skill sets into the
curriculum so thoroughly that students will
repeatedly encounter and practice these ele-
ments in a multitude of courses and contexts
well beyond the general education core. Ide-
ally, students will be exposed to these ideas,
concepts, and complexities over four years in
their general education, arts and sciences, and
business programs of study.  

Following a collegewide search, the dean of
arts and sciences appointed the chair of the fi-
nance department as the program director for
the Davis grant. In conjunction with the
dean, the director, in turn, appointed three
liberal arts faculty members to serve as both
organizers and facilitators of the workshops.
These faculty members were chosen from the
history, natural and applied sciences, and Eng-
lish departments. During the fall and spring
semesters of the first year, they met to assess
current liberal learning initiatives on campus,
to discuss the needs of the faculty, and to de-
sign a faculty workshop. They determined
that the workshop should encourage faculty to
examine the limitations of discipline-based
thinking and practices, to consider interdisci-
plinary approaches to current assignments,
and to infuse their courses with materials that
highlight the five strategic areas of the grant:
ethics and social responsibility; technology and

effective communication; creative thinking
and critical analysis; service to the community;
and diversity and global citizenship.

Throughout the first year, the Davis group
worked to develop a workshop that would
provide the support, forum, and resources to
help faculty consider their syllabi, cases, and
course projects in light of the strategic priori-
ties and perspectives; explore productive ways
of integrating some dimension of these priori-
ties into what they already do in the class-
room; and present their new ideas to and get
feedback from workshop colleagues. Faculty
were then invited to apply for a place in one
of two weeklong workshops to be held dur-
ing the summer. As part of the application
process, each described an aspect of a course
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he or she was interested in re-
vising (e.g., modifying an ex-
isting assignment, revising a
course syllabus, rethinking an
approach to classroom lec-
tures or discussions, or design-
ing a new module). Once
accepted, faculty were encour-
aged to come to the workshop having thought
through the ways in which they might already
be incorporating these liberal arts perspectives
into their courses or to consider ways in which
they might begin to infuse their courses with
these perspectives or skill sets.  

In addition to enhancing the classroom ex-
perience for students, the workshops enabled
participants to hone their teaching craft.

Bentley already provides fac-
ulty with a variety of resources
for creating dynamic class-
rooms, such as technologically
advanced classrooms and sem-
inars on topics like ethics and
diversity. The workshops sup-
ported by the Davis Founda-

tion grant supplemented those programs by
providing participating faculty with the op-
portunity to infuse their courses with liberal
learning principles.  

Modeling one approach
In designing and leading the workshops, the
facilitators were committed to modeling lib-
eral learning principles in the modules offered.
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signed sessions that allowed
workshop participants to give
input on the direction of a ses-
sion. Recognizing that faculty
might attend the sessions with
some reservations about being
able to implement all of the
demonstrated liberal learning strategies in
their courses, the first day’s module, entitled
“Obstacles and Impediments,” gave faculty an
opportunity to voice their concerns. These in-
cluded worries about teaching in areas outside
of their expertise and sacrificing course con-
tent in order to include themes like diversity
or ethics. Participants also discussed their
anxieties about whether they could rely upon
institutional support for innovative ap-
proaches as well as about the potential down-
side to innovation.  

The overall approach of the workshop was
to break down preconceptions of how faculty

from different disciplines and
divisions teach. During the
first two days of the weeklong
session, faculty participants
deconstructed what currently
goes on in classrooms across
the college. In order to free
them of any disciplinary con-

straints, modules asked faculty to create as-
signments, syllabi, and business cases for courses
other than their own. In one module, for ex-
ample, faculty were asked to create a syllabus
for a course on Southeast Asia. They were
given no other particulars or parameters. The
resulting syllabi emerged from collaborations
among faculty from a range of departments, in-
cluding economics, philosophy, finance, and
English. Faculty collaborated across disciplines
and, by doing so, came up with creative solu-
tions to the many “obstacles” they had listed on
that first day. In one case, faculty from history,
English, and finance created a transdisciplinary
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course that included a two-week embedded
travel component. 

The experience of designing “someone
else’s syllabus,” along with kindred exercises,
largely succeeded in liberating faculty partici-
pants from their devotion to narrow, rigid dis-
ciplinary paradigms. The transdisciplinary
collaborations proved beneficial as faculty
moved into a “reconstruction” phase toward
the end of the week and were asked to con-
centrate their efforts on changes they wanted
to make to their own course materials. This
was performed in concentrated personal time
called “mini-sabbaticals,” which were used to
finalize independent work. Following these
focused efforts, faculty were asked to pair up
with another participant from a different dis-
cipline in order to present their ideas. Then,
each person presented his or her partner’s
plans to the larger group.

These paired presentations turned out to be
among the most powerful experiences of the
workshop. In each case, participants made a
special effort to understand and accurately ar-
ticulate what their partners had developed.
For example, in one presentation, a faculty
member from the finance department reviewed
the proposed changes of a faculty member
from the English department. Together, they
collaborated on ways the literature professor
could “marbleize” the themes throughout her
Shakespearean film course. In return, the lit-
erature professor helped the finance professor
think through the integration of ethical issues
into his corporate finance course. In another
pairing, a faculty member from the taxation
department helped a historian create Great
Thinkers of the Twentieth Century, an ambi-
tious course that incorporates material usually
fenced off within philosophy and literature
and that was later submitted to the college’s
curriculum committee for consideration as a
future undergraduate offering. 

Unexpected benefits
While facilitators planned numerous activities
and exercises for the workshop participants,
some of the benefits of the workshops derived
from experiences outside the classroom setting.
Faculty who had often seen each other only at
full faculty meetings or during committee work
spent one week together from 9:00 a.m. to 4:00
p.m. each day. The lunch hour, often a break
from workshop modules, gave participants a

chance to become acquainted and to learn
about each other’s areas of specialization. The
discussions generated during these open periods
resulted in arts and sciences faculty and business
faculty disabusing each other of misunderstand-
ings about their pedagogies, curricula, and
disciplines. Many faculty expressed delight at
being officially encouraged, for the first time in
their careers, to think in unorthodox and even
subversive ways about the content of their
courses and their classroom methods.

The Davis Workshops have been an extra-
ordinary success for Bentley College and have
influenced pedagogy and thinking across de-
partments and disciplines. Over the course of
two summers of workshops, seventy-four of
approximately 250 full-time faculty members
took part, including thirty-five tenured fac-
ulty and twenty-four tenure-track faculty.  In
all, sixty syllabi in undergraduate and gradu-
ate courses were in some way reshaped by the
workshops. But the Davis Workshops were
also at the core of a broader redefinition and
realignment of the role of the arts and sci-
ences in the culture of Bentley. They served as
the intellectual inspiration for innovative arts
and sciences initiatives at the core of the col-
lege’s mission. In retrospect this makes perfect
sense, since the workshops encouraged critical
reflection about the limitations imposed by
our disciplines and promoted creative connec-
tions across disciplines around shared values
and perspectives. But the degree to which
interdisciplinary collaboration has grown is
quite astounding. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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I OCCASIONALLY LOOK IN ON COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY Web sites to see what
they are telling the public, particularly prospective and current undergraduates
and their families. On a recent such visit to the Web site of a leading liberal arts
college, I came across an article reproduced from the college’s alumni maga-
zine that brought me up short. If this is how we defend the liberal arts and
liberal education, I thought, the future of the enterprise is indeed in trouble.

The article begins with an epigraph from George Will: “The term ‘liberal
arts’ connotes a certain elevation above utilitarian concerns. Yet liberal edu-
cation is intensely useful.” While I can give total and enthusiastic assent the
second sentence, the two taken together reflect a classic confusion between
liberal education and the liberal arts. The two terms are not synonymous. “Lib-
eral arts” refers to certain subjects of study, which may be pursued to many pos-
sible ends. “Liberal education” may be pursued through any subject matter,
but the term implies distinct purposes: breadth of awareness and apprecia-
tion, clarity and precision of thought and communication, critical analysis,
honing of moral and ethical sensibilities. 

Thus an education in the liberal arts and sciences disciplines
is not, by definition, a liberal education. Study exclusively in

the liberal arts disciplines does not guarantee a liberal education. Indeed,
many liberal arts majors are as narrowly specialized as any professional pro-
gram. Conversely, many career-specific programs are insistent on liberal
learning. For instance, the accrediting standards of ABET (Accrediting
Board for Engineering and Technology) are equally divided between profes-
sional content and liberal education.

Meanwhile, the “open curriculum” espoused by several liberal arts colleges
leaves the door open for students to pursue a narrow education. A particular
peeve of mine is the absence in such curricula of any insistence that students
pursue studies in science. In an age when all citizens are called on daily to
evaluate arguments and make decisions in their personal and civic capacities
that require some understanding of the sciences, a college’s failure to ensure
that its graduates have some appropriate grounding in these fields is educa-
tional malpractice. Classically defined, the artes liberales are the studies pur-
sued by free men and women. If humanity cannot make informed collective
decisions about such topics as energy, the environment, or public health, then
we will not have many free people left to study the liberal arts.

Do liberal arts colleges “own” liberal education?
That magazine article I found online proceeds by describing the decreasing
number of liberal arts colleges, defined as institutions awarding more than half
their bachelor’s degrees in those fields. The piece notes that as the number of
collegegoers has increased, the percentage of undergraduate degrees awarded
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clined—although the actual
number of degrees in those
fields collectively has not. But
these data are beside the point!
The question is not in what
fields of study students are ma-
joring, but rather what kind of
education they are getting in
whatever studies they pursue.

My experience with many
institutions outside the liberal arts college cat-
egory convinces me of their seriousness about
providing a liberal education. Many have
highly intentional statements of educational
purpose—on which they actually follow
through—that would do credit to any liberal
arts college. At the same time, I find that the
faculties of many liberal arts colleges take it as
axiomatic that they are offering a liberal edu-
cation, giving little thought to the purposes

and practical effect of what
and how they are actually
teaching in the classroom.

I grant that pursuing an under-
graduate education at a college
exclusively committed by tra-
dition to liberal education
increases the likelihood that
students will actually get a lib-
eral education. But that will
happen only if faculty members

are committed to liberal learning and not pri-
marily to the apparatus of their own disciplines. 

The utility of a liberal education
I am in total agreement that a liberal educa-
tion in the liberal arts, an education that is
purposefully designed to develop critical and
communicative powers and a sense of the
complexity and diversity of the world, is the
best preparation for work, for citizenship, and
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for a satisfying life. The article in that liberal
arts college alumni magazine that got me
thinking about all of this cites the director of
an aerospace company who claims that, in
hiring, “I’ll always go for the philosophy ma-
jor. They know nothing about aerospace, but
they know all about complexity—and that’s
what I need.” I applaud such insight and only
wish that the people this executive sends out
to do his recruiting had the same understand-
ing of the utility of a liberal education, wher-
ever its locus in the curriculum.

I am the product of a liberal arts college. I
attended during a time when its faculty was as
clear as it could be about its intention to give
students a liberal education. That intention
was clearly reflected in the curriculum, which
was designed first and foremost to sharpen the
intellectual skills we would find indispensable
wherever we were. It was a utilitarian educa-
tion in the broadest sense, directed toward en-
hancing our usefulness to our communities,
our workplaces, and ourselves. 

This experience makes me impatient with
the argument that the distinctive educational
role of a liberal arts college is to “offer students
the past.” This view seems both mistaken and
perverse. History, cultural anthropology, and
the arts certainly do that. Philosophy and liter-
ature used to and maybe still do sometimes.
But science and most social sciences? What
do most scientists know of the origins of the
concepts and hypotheses with which they
work? Are psychology or sociology faculties
concerned that students know the history of
their disciplines or the application of their
disciplines to the past?

But regardless of various disciplines’ orien-
tation to the past, the value of a liberal educa-
tion—whether pursued in a liberal arts college
or a research university and whether through
the study of literature or architecture, biology

or business administration—is most properly
directed toward the future of the individual
and society. We lead students to study the past
for the wisdom and insight to be found there
so that it can inform present and future deci-
sions. But the thrust of liberal education (and
of the liberal arts when they are part of a lib-
eral education) should be toward addressing
human dilemmas: those that we have always
faced because we are human, those that loom
large now, and those we can anticipate.

What we are–and are not–about 
I trust any college wishes to give its students
the qualities of intellect and heart to live a re-
sponsible and satisfying life. Perhaps liberal arts
colleges preeminently achieve that purpose—
or perhaps not. But they do not exclusively
achieve it. The notion that liberal education
goes on in only 8 percent of colleges enrolling
4 percent of students suggests that an educa-
tion thus oriented requires special pleading to
justify it. It reflects an isolation from the rest of
higher education that is often self-imposed and
only reinforces the unfair accusation that such
colleges are elitist and increasingly irrelevant.  

Any competent undergraduate education
requires a constant battle to disabuse youth of
its perennial insistence that what is of the mo-
ment is all that matters. That struggle is, if de-
creasingly, the pedagogical bread and butter of
some of the liberal arts disciplines. However,
equating a liberal education with the study 
of the liberal arts and insisting that such an
education is to be found today only in those
colleges whose hallmark is a focus on the past
does not much help the cause of either the
liberal arts or liberal education. ■■

To respond to this article, e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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What Will I Learn in College? 
What You Need to Know Now to Get  
Ready for College Success
BY ROBERT SHOENBERG

This publication is a short guide to 
college learning designed for the col-
lege-bound high school student. It 
presents a picture of college learning 
that will help students understand 
what will be expected of them. The 
guide also features candid recom-
mendations from contemporary col-
lege students about how to prepare 
for college success.

$10/$12

LEAP Student Brochure
This brochure introduces AAC&U’s 
LEAP initiative to students and 
explains in clear terms why the 
outcomes of a liberal education can 
give them an edge in school, life, and 
in their future careers. It quotes CEOs 
who believe a liberal education is cen-
tral to students’ professional success, 
and features ten questions designed to 
help students construct a purposeful 
pathway through college.

The LEAP Student Brochure is available 
for bulk purchase only in increments of 
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Why Do I Have to Take This Course?  
A Student Guide to Making Smart  
Educational Choices
BY ROBERT SHOENBERG

This practical guide, written for 
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curricular requirements and educate 
students about what really matters 
in college—the broad learning 
outcomes developed over the entire 
course of their undergraduate years. 
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High-Impact Educational Practices: 
What They Are, Who Has Access to Them, 
and Why They Matter
BY GEORGE D. KUH

This publication defines a set of 
educational practices that research 
has demonstrated have a significant 
impact on student success. Author 
George Kuh presents data from the 
National Survey of Student Engagement 
about these practices and explains 
why they benefit all students, but also 
seem to benefit underserved students 
even more than their more advantaged 
peers. 
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College Learning for the  
New Global Century
This signature report provides a 
roadmap for reforming higher 
education and an outline of essential 
learning outcomes necessary for 
graduates to succeed in a complex 
global environment. The LEAP report 
spells out the essential aims, learning 
outcomes, and guiding principles for 
excellence in 21st-century college 
education. 

$15/$20

The Executive Summary of College Learning for the New Global 
Century (with findings from Employer Surveys) is available 
online.

Also available at www.aacu.org:
  Public opinion data on higher education and the needs of the 
new global economy

  Compendium of speeches and articles making the case for 
liberal education

  Focus-group discussion guide to explore students’ attitudes 
toward liberal education

  Data on student achievement of liberal education outcomes

Visit www.aacu.org/leap to learn more

Publications and Online Resources from 
Liberal Education         America’s Promise



Chair
Daniel F. Sullivan
President, St. Lawrence
University

Past Chair
Christopher C. Dahl
President, State University 
of New York at Geneseo 

Vice Chair
Eduardo J. Padrón
President, Miami Dade
College

Treasurer 
Jamienne S. Studley
President and CEO, 
Public Advocates, Inc. 

President, AAC&U
Carol Geary Schneider

Ex Officio/Chair, ACAD
Howard S. Erlich
Associate Professor, School
of Humanities and Sciences,
Ithaca College 

Diana D. Akiyama
Former Director of Religious 
and Spiritual Life,
Occidental College 

Carol A. Cartwright
Interim President, Bowling
Green State University 

Rebecca S. Chopp
President, Colgate University 

Andrew Delbanco
Julian Clarence Levi Professor
in the Humanities and
Director of American Studies,
Columbia University

Bobby Fong
President, Butler University

Mildred García
President, California State
University, Dominguez Hills

Helen F. Giles-Gee
President, Keene State
College 

Evelynn Hammonds
Dean of Harvard College,
Harvard University

Leo I. Higdon Jr.
President, Connecticut College

Shirley Strum Kenny
President, State University 
of New York at Stony Brook

Carol A. Lucey
President, Western Nevada
College 

David W. Oxtoby
President, Pomona College 

M. Lee Pelton
President, Willamette
University 

Lou Anna Simon
President, Michigan State
University

Mary Spilde
President, Lane Community
College 

Robert J. Sternberg 
Dean of the School 
of Arts and Sciences, 
Tufts University 

Jane V. Wellman
Executive Director, 
Delta Project of
Postsecondary Costs

Richard H. Wells
Chancellor, University 
of Wisconsin Oshkosh 

Ronald A. Williams
Vice President, 
The College Board

A A C & U  B O A R D  O F  D I R E C T O R S

Norman Adler
Yeshiva University

Johnnella E. Butler
Spelman College

Julie Ellison
University of Michigan

Walter E. Fluker
Morehouse College

Thomas F. Flynn
Alvernia College

William S. Green
University of Miami

R. Stanton Hales 
The College of Wooster

Tori Haring-Smith
Washington and Jefferson
College

Samuel M. Hines Jr. 
The Citadel, the Military
College of South Carolina

Patricia Hutchings 
The Carnegie Foundation 
for the Advancement of
Teaching

Norman Jones
Utah State University

Peter N. Kiang
University of Massachusetts
Boston 

Roberta S. Matthews
City University of New York
Brooklyn College

Jo Ellen Parker 
National Institute for
Technology and Liberal
Education

Bridget Puzon
Ursuline Provincialate; 
editor of Liberal Education
1993–2004

Sheldon Rothblatt
University of California,
Berkeley

Peter Stearns
George Mason University

Neil B. Weissman 
Dickinson College

Cynthia Wilson
League for Innovation in 
the Community College

Vera Zdravkovich
CyberWATCH Center

L E E D I T O R I A L  A D V I S O R Y  B O A R D



PERIODICALS

POSTAGE PAID

Association
of American
Collegesand
Universities

1818 R St. NW
Washington, DC 20009

www.aacu.org

G R E A T E R  
E X P E C T A T I O N S

I N S T I T U T E  
Leadership for Making Excellence Inclusive

A WORKING INSTITUTE FOR LEADERSHIP TEAMS

June 17–21, 2009  | University of Vermont
This five-day, intensive program is designed for leadership teams representing institutions working on ways to in-

crease 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 2009.

2009


