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technological, and economic changes. The director of the American Studies
program at Columbia University, Delbanco (b. 1952) has served there as the
Julian Clarence Levi Professor in the Humanities since 1995. His many books
include Required Reading: Why Our American Classics Matter Now (1997),
Melville: His World and Work (2005), and College: What It Was, Is, and Should
Be (2012).

IF THERE'S ONE THING about which Americans agree these days, it's
that we can't agree. Gridlock is the name of our game. We have no
common ground.

There seems, however, to be atleast one area of cordial consensus—
and I don't mean bipartisan approval of the killing of Osama bin Laden
or admiration for former Rep. Gabrielle Giffords's courage and grace.

I mean the public discourse on education. On that subject,
Republicans and Democrats speak the same language—and so, with
striking uniformity, do more and more college and university leaders.
"Education is how to make sure we've got a work force that's produc-
tive and competitive,” said President Bush in 2004. “Countries that out-
teach us today,” as President Obama putitin 2009, “will outcompete us
tomorrow."

What those statements have in common—and there is truth in
both—is an instrumental view of education. Such a view has urgenl
pertinence today as the global "knowledge economy” demands mar-
ketable skills that even the best secondary schools no longer adequately
provide. Recent books, such as Academically Adrift: Limited Learning
on College Campuses, by Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa, and We're
Losing Our Minds: Rethinking American Higher Education, by Richard
P. Keeling and Richard H.H. Hersh, marshal disturbing evidence thal
our colleges and universities are not providing those skills, either—al
least not well or widely enough. But that view of teaching and learning
as an economic driver is also a limited one, which puts at risk America'y
most distinctive contribution to the history and, we should hope, to the
future of higher education. That distinctiveness is embodied, above
all, in the American college, whose mission goes far beyond creating

competent work force thwm—ie{—this-m—th&-ﬁmmw“\l
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ask.

hCollege, of course, is hardly an American invention. In ancienl
Greece and Rome, young men attended lectures that resembled our no
tion of a college course, and gatherings of students instructed by settlod
teachers took on some of the attributes we associate with modern col
leges (libraries, fraternities, organized sports). By the Middle Ages, ol

forts were under way to regulate the right to feach by lssuing licensen,
presaging the modern idea of a facully with exclusive authority to grant
degrees. In that broad sense, collago as o place where young poople
encounter ideas and ideals from teachars, and dubate them with peers,

has a history that exceads two millannia,

: .Bu’F in several important respects, the American college is a unique
Institution. In most of the world, students who continue their education
rbey‘ond secondary school are expected to choose their field of special-
lzation before they arrive at university. In America there has been an
Impulse to slow things down, to extend the time for second chances
und defer the day when determinative choices must be made. When
in‘ 1851, Herman Melville wrote in his great American novel Moby:
Dick that "a whaleship was my Yale College and my Harvard, " he used

llay today, he "found himself.” In our own time, a former president of
fm}hgrst College writes of a young man experiencing in college the
S‘tlrr'lng and shaping, perhaps for the first time in his life, [of] actual
tonvictions—not just gut feelings—among his friends and, more im-
portant, further down, in his own soul.”
~ In principle, if not always in practice, this transformative ideal
has entailed the hope of reaching as many citizeﬁs as possible. In an-
Fient Greece and Rome, where women were considered inferior and
lavery was an accepted feature of society, the study of artes liber-
'tes was reserved for free men with leisure and means. Conserved by
1 edlgval scholastics, renewed in the scholarly resurgence we call the
K ena%ssance and again in the Enlightenment, the tradition of liberal
| arnl.ng survived in the Old World but remained largely the possession
0f ruling elites.
But in the New World, beginning in the Colonial era with church-

tducation has been one of increasing inclusion. That story continued

et

5 ¢-early national period through the founding of state colleges, and
L ler through the land-grant' colleges created by the federal goxlzern—
m ont during the Civil War. In the 20th century, it accelerated with the
'T Bill,” the “California plan” (a tiered system designed to provide vir-
x ellly.universal postsecondary education), the inclusion of women and
Hiinorities in previously all-male or all-white institutions, the growth of
fommunity colleges, and the adoption of “need-based"” financial-aid
policies. American higher education has been built on the premise that

umﬂn cap.ltal 1s widely distributed among social classes and does not
;e]al:e with conditions of birth or social status.

seen in that long view, the distinctive contribution of the United
Slates to the history of liberal education has been to deploy it on be-
lall of the cardinal Americari principle that all persons have the right

0 pursue happiness, and that "getting to know,” in Matthew Arnold's?

Hand-grant colleges: Land i iti
- ; olleges: -grant colleges and universities were created under t
' m}iﬁ:l‘l‘: l(‘)l I.ImI Ml(l)rrlll] /l\cts of 1862 and 1890, which provided federal land for the crggtigﬁ
LRl onn doedicated primarily to the teaching of i i i i
A tates aro the aditors'.] g e Sgricllite sclende, and saginesring,
| SO B The Servicemen's Readjus 'L of i
b men's Readjustment Act of 1944 provided a range of b i

Slorann raturning from World War 11, including educational grants that all?)wed rr?(r)lfeflttksl .

Bo mlhon Amerlcans 1o go to colloge, . ‘ o

Matthow Arnold's much-quoted phrager Websl post and cullural eritic (1822-1888)

the word “college” as a metaphor for the place where, as we would

ponsored scholarships for promising schoolboys, the story of higher\ Ml‘l :
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" a stream of fresh and free thought upon our stock notions and habits."

much-quoted phrase, “the best which has been thought and said in the
world" is helpful to that pursuit. That understanding of what it means
to be educated is sometimes caricatured as elite oI offete, but in fact it
is neither, as Arnold makes clear by the (seldom—quoted) phrase with
yghich_he _Jcompletes his point: * and through this knowledge, turning
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Knowledge of the past, in other words, helps citizens develop the ca-

pacity to think critically about the present—an indispensable attribute
of a healthy democracy.

~~THESE IDEALS AND ACHIEVEMENTS are among the glories ol 1l
our civilization, and all Americans should be alarmed as they come to
be regarded as luxuries unaffordable for all but the wealthy few. A for-
mer director of the for-profit University of Phoenix put it this way in an
interview on Frontline:* “I'm happy that there are places in the world
where people sit down and think. We need that. But that's very expen-
sive. And not everybody can do that.” Meanwhile, too many selective
nwwwem
fr ow-income families, and those colleges are thereby reinforcing
W he discrepancies of wealth and opportunity
s American society. Yot even at selective nonprofit colleges, where
stud-ent's‘iﬁfn—merwhelmingly from affluent families and are still in-
vited to “sit down and think,” they are more and more likely to choos¢
tields of study for their preprofessional utility —on the assumption thal
immersing themselves in learning for the sheer joy of it, with the aim
of deepening their understanding of culture, nature, and, ultimately,
‘themselves, is a vain indulgence.

One of the difficulties in making the case for liberal education
against the rising tide of skepticism is that it is almost impossible 10
persuade doubters who have not experienced it for themselves. The
Puritan founders of our oldest colleges would have called it “such a
mystery as none can read but they that know it."

Testimony by converts can help. One student, born and educaled
in China, who came to the United States recently to attend Bowdoin
College, encountered the modern version of the Puritan principle that
no communicants should “take any ancient doctrine for truth till they

" have examined it" for themselves. »Coming from & culture in which a
istandard answer’ is provided for every question, 1 did not argue with
others even when I disagreed. However, Bowdoin forced me to recon:
sider ‘the answer' and reach beyond my comfort zone. In my first=yoar
seminar, 'East Asian Politics,’ I was required to debate with others and
develop a habit of class engagement,” he said in an interview with the
Web site Inside Higher Ed about a book he and two other Chinese uiu
dents wrote for an audience in Ching, about their liberal-arts oducn
tions in America.
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A well-managed discussion among peers of diverse interests and
o | talents can help students learn the difference between informed in-
sights and mere opinionating. It can provide the pleasurable chastise
ment of discovering that others see the world differently, and that thei
| experience is not replicable by, or even reconcilable with, one’s own. I

is a rehearsal for deliberative democracy.
Unfortunately, at many colleges, as fiscal imperatives overwheln
educational values, this kind of experience is becoming the excep-
\L tion more than the rule. The educational imperative is clear: A clasy
" should be small enough to permit every student to participate in the
give-and-take of discussion under the guidance of an informed, skilled,
and engaged teacher. But the economic imperative is also clear: Tho
lower the ratio between students and faculty, the higher the cost. On¢
obvious way to mitigate the cost is to put fewer full-time tenured ol
tenure-track faculty in the classroom, and to replace them with under-
paid, overworked part-timers—something that is happening at a frighl-

ening pace across the nation.

An even more promising strategy for cost containment is to install
one or another technological “delivery system” in place of the cumber-
some old system of teachers mentoring students. On that matter, the ac«
ademic community is divided among true believers, diehard opponenls,
and those trying to find some middle ground in the form of “hybrid"
or “blended" learning, whereby students are instructed and assessa

/ through electronic means but do not entirely lose face-to-face humarn
contact with their teachers and with one another.

Those of us who have trouble imagining how technology can ad-
vance liberal learning are liable to be charged with mindless obedience
to what the English classicist F.M. Cornford famously called the firsl
law of academe: “Nothing should ever be done for the first time.” No
doubt there is some truth to that charge. But as a more recent English
scholar, Alison Wolf, puts it in her book Does Education Matter2 Mylhi
About Education and Economic Growth, “"We have not found any lows
cost, high-technology alternatives to expert human teachers.” At leas
not yet.

Meanwhile, American academic leaders, long accustomed to i
suming that their institutions are without peer abroad, are looking nar-
vously over their collective shoulder at the rising universities of Asli,
as well as at “the Bologna process” in Europe—the movement to malu
degree requirements compatible across national borders, so that, ot
example, a baccalaureate in chemistry earned in a French universily
will qualify the holder for further study or skilled employment in, say,
Belgium. They are watching, too, those countries—notably China and
Germany—that have a long tradition of standardized national oxaml
nations by which students are evaluated quite apa rl from whatever aci
demic credentials they hold. (

The standardized-testing regime (along with the mania for fnutit
tional rankings) is spreading throughout the world and maleling tnroads

‘v‘* hg hlsForically decentralized education system of the United Stat

v‘hh it arises the specter that our colleges will be subject to so:rneél o
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‘néjs‘——of the Immense and immeasurable value of a liberal educa-
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Wl president published in Inside Higher Ed, there is reas}:())n fonl
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lact, ‘mosl:. college students today have nothing like the experi
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little attention is paid to that elusive entity sometimes called the “whole
person.” For still others, it means traveling by night to a fluorescent-lit
office building or to a classroom that exists only in cyberspace.

It is a pipe dream to imagine that every student can have the sort of
experience that our richest colleges, at their best, still provide. But it is a
nightmare society that affords the chance to learn and grow only to the
wealthy, brilliant, or luckﬂe‘w. Many remarkable teachers in America's
community colleges, unsung private colleges, and underfinanced pub-
lic colleges live this truth every day, working to keep the ideal of liberal

ducation for all citizens alive.

It seems beyond doubt that the American college is going through
a period of truly radical, perhaps unprecedented, change. 1t is buffeted
by forces— globalization; economic instability; the continuing revolu-
tion in information technology; the increasingly evident inadequacy ol
elementary and secondary education; the elongation of adolescence;
the breakdown of faculty fenure’ as‘an academic norm; and, perhaps
most important, the collapse of consensus about what students should
know—that make its task more difficult and contentious than ever
before.

Moreover, students tend to arrive in college already largely formed
in their habits and attitudes, or, in the case of the increasing number
of “nontraditional” (that is, older) students, preoccupied with the
struggles of adulthood: finding or keeping a job, making or saving a
marriage, doing right by their children. Many college women, who now
outnumber men, are already mothers, often single. And regardless 0l
age or gender or social class, students experience college—in the lim-
ited sense of attending lectures, writing papers, taking exams—as i
smaller part of daily life than did my generation, which came of age in
the 1960s and 70s. They live in an ocean of digital noise, logged on, on-
line, booted up, as the phrase goes, 24/7, linked to one another through
an arsenal of gadgets that are never powered down.

As we try to meet those challenges, it would be folly to dismiss a#
naiveté or nostalgia an abiding attachment to the college ideal—how:
ever much or little it ever conforms to reality. The power of this ideal
is evident at every college commencement in the eyes of parents who
watch their children advance into life. What parents want for their chil
dren is not just prosperity but happiness. And though it is foolish [0
deny the linkage between the two, they are not the same thing.

As the literary scholar Norman Foerster once put it, the American
college has always sought to prepare students for more than “pecuniaty
advantage over the unprepared.” To succeed in sustaining college as
place where liberal learning still takes place will be very costly. Bul i1
the long run, it will be much more costly if we fail.

7faculty tenure: The guarantee that professors may keep their positions for lile unlams
terminated for "just cause,”" lenure is meanlt o promole academic ltoadom by protactig
colloge faculty from administrative or political punighmoent when they expross dissantiig

an aaminmuvanrsial ldlaae.

tllge American college, I came across a manuscript diary kept in the earl
3 Ii;)ss blsi/na studept at a small Mgthodist college in southwest Virginig
f - }; g evening, after attending a sermon by the college president
; at left him troubled and apprehensive, he made the following entry:
Oh that the Lord would show me how to think and how to cglllo rY';
That sentence, poised somewhere between a wish and a plea, s Osec.l
f’:lI"ChaIC today. But even if the religious note is dissonant tcf) son’1e 0ou;mus.S
;th Zi?glztﬁizdtf)ob?n;e updvrith ?1 better formulation of what a college’
: an aid to reflection, a pl
young pegple take stock of their talents ang ;;:Ssié(l)rrli ggilcle)is iﬁhtereb{
out their lives in a way that i$ true to themselves and res onsigl tO o
ers. “Show me how to think and how to choose.” P eloot

andorviflie

A few years ago, when I was beginning to work on my book about 3¢

YOU SHOULD'VE THOUGHT FORAGING.

FOR MeZ!

- ’ AHEAD, LIKE | DID.
IDENTIFIED GROWTH

INDUSTRIEG AND MAJORED

IN ONE OF THEM.

BUY CANDORVILLE BOOKS a!

ENGAGING THE TEXT

h

1, Make a list of the many attributes Delbanco associates with a liberal education

What, in his view, should students gai
s A gain from the experience of ?
should a college education do for—or to—you? P o college? what

!, What’s wrong, according to Delbanco, with the notion that college should
prepare students for economic success? Is Delbanco a nostalgic elitist, or is

j . What is “lateral learning” (para. 15), and why does Delbanco feel it is essential

for life in a “deliberative de ”? i i
s mocracy”? How important is lateral learning at your

. What social, technological, and economic developments does Delbanco identify

fs tdhreatening th'e ideal of liberal education? How, for example, might standard-
fn degree requirements, enforced learning standards, virtual classrooms, and
the end of tenure undermine the goals of liberal education? ’

4 According to Delbanco, the experience of school has become “a smaller part of
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