
Harry Hellenbrand:    So let me begin with a definition of 
the liberal arts and the move on from there.  I think that if 
we really sit down and think about what the liberal arts 
mean, it would mean that it's a way of thinking that allows 
you to free yourself from as much prejudice, preconception, 
partisanship, and provinciality as possible so that you can 
think clearly and act accordingly.  We have been helped in 
this regard by some very powerful speakers in the past two 
days. 

   I 
 
I think part of the task we have to do is think about how we 
could approach these topics in a liberal arts point of view.  
And I think, for me, some of it is getting to some of the pre-
conceptions.  I hate to use this terminology, easier ways of 
thinking about things at first. 
 
The world is always going to be dominated rhetorically by 
those people who are the naysayers; and those people who 
are the yea-sayer's.  And we've certainly heard both these 
days.  I heard Jeremiahs about technology and upholders of 
the technology in business.  For some people, technology in business is the way to 
solve the problems of the world; for others they're the path to damnation.  And I 
think the extremity of both views, points out to us that there is probably a more com-
plicated middle road that we have to find on this piece. 
L 

II 
 

Second of all I think that we enter this discussion with some preconceptions about 
change that we have to think about.  Change is certainly going quickly.  But that's 

been a human complaint for 2,000 years from 
what I can tell.  Virgil wrote the "Eclogues" 
and the "Georgics" about this stuff.  Goethe 
wrote about it in "Faust".  It's been a topic for 
Dickens and any number of novelists in the 
19th Century. Henry Adams wrote his "Rule 
of Phase" in 1909.  And the "Education of 
Henry Adams" focuses on the -- moving from 
the electronic to the ethereal age.  Bevin 
wrote about this stuff a lot in the 1890s and 
so on.  It's been a constant topic.  And I don't 
know that we can say that relatively speaking, 
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change is any more profound today than before. 
And from a farmer’s point-of-view a hundred years ago, I might not 
have noticed changed in the same way that I have it today, but 
would be more sensitive to changes in the weather than I am today.  
And technology changes now becomes a major factor in my life in 
ways that the natural environment is not. 
 
And I think we have certain beliefs about ourselves that the educa-
tional institution as we think of it -- which is public higher education 
that is supposed to be free and open to all, but has never been so.  
And we have the preconception that it has been destined by God.  
And is the way that the university has been viewed from time imme-
morial up to 1963 or 1964 .  And that's certainly not the case.  The 
institution only values so much; probably as the creation of the Vet-
eran's Bill of Rights in 1947. The GI Bill.  And lasted conceptually 
through the mid 1960s and was barely instituted in the Civil Rights 
Era of the late 1960s.  So what we think is a natural right, it's not 
really such at all, but has been a fish swimming in a much larger sea for many, many decades and centuries 
before that. 
 
So I think we have to approach this with a certain amount of humility.  And understand that what we take 
as permanent is actually in the history of the west a contingency.  A momentary flame of enlightenment, so 
to speak, for 15, 20 years.  And our assumption is it's permanent and we get angry when it's at sail because 
we see the permanency and the eternal quality of our higher education institutions being assailed and be 
smudged.  There's another way of looking at it in the trail of history. 
 

III 
 
And I think we have to be understanding about the environments in which we live.  I 
don't mean to be cynically accepting of them, but we have to understand the world in 
which we live.  And I'll give two illustrations of this.  One is, I think -- both of them 
come out of Thorstein Veblen who I read a lot again this summer.  The Theory of the 
Leisure Class.  The Higher Learning in America and any number of other books.  And 
he basically said, look, institutions of higher learning in America are about the liberal 
arts.  But they swim in a sea of economics and business in a capitalist's world.  And we 
might not light that. We might rebel against it, but that's in fact, the fact.  And what 
that basically means is that in the world of cash nexus, cash is the common currency 
and it's driving all sorts of businesses, and the university is itself a business.  Doesn't 
mean we have to capitulate to it, but we have to understand that if we protest about 
that, and don't find a creative way of dealing with that fact, we're going to be eternally 

disappointed. 
 
And he said, back in the 1890s, that technology ultimately was going to change the face of the university.  
Because ultimately the point of business -- I'm not exaggerating -- is to drive out costs and make more 
profit for entrepreneurs.  Certainly provide a better quality product, and this is Veblen speaking in the 
1890s.  So what we think is unique to us today, he spoke about 125 years ago.  And that this is what he 
was surround with at the University of Chicago and the changes he faced with American higher education in 
the late 19th Century.  So what we talk about today has been common currency intellectually among some 
people for 150 years or so on. 
 
But I think we can work our way from that point-of-view, to what we heard the past two days.  The speak-
ers were of tremendously high quality.  I don't want to denigrate the ones who spoke at previous meetings, 
but I felt this time around there was nothing comparable to it -- to what I've heard before. 
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 I think Daphne was quite effective in her discussion of the role of Coursera.  And she really stated the issue 
when she talked about the 2 Sigma problem.(1)  Looked at theoretically that's really what the technology is 
about; the balance of cost on the one hand -- because what you want to do is have a product that can 
reach out and touch as many people as possible, and engagement on the other hand.  Which is the face-to-
face consort that Jerry was just talking about.  And no one doubts that at one extreme you can drive cost 
down to nil.  And on the other extreme that you can basically touch somebody and pass on knowledge on a 
one-to-one basis.  Both of those extremes are unworkable in some ways.  And you see these extremes at 
play today.  You have an education provided at a Haverford or a Williams, but this kind of education is just 
not scalable across the United States.  So that's not really a practical solution.  And then you have the 
Coursera world.  Which looked at abstractly and run by a person less creative and innovative than Daphne, 
is also not a workable solution.  Because you drive the cost down to nil and you end up with a success rate 
of 6%: and that's in one course.  The success rate is at 6%, then imagine a full university working on the 
Coursera model: 40 courses in a row?  Each one a success rate of 6%?  The graduation rate would be in the 
negative figures at that stage.  So it's not really a workable model long-term.  That's why I'm not particu-
larly worried about Coursera as a long-term incursion on the university.  I think it would be a peace meal 
roll on effect on us, but the model just doesn't work.  It is the engagement peace we need to work 

on. 
 
How many heard today that we are swimming in the sea of technology: that it's 
changing us biologically in many ways?  That we haven't really adapted well to 
those changes yet and that's clearly going to be the case for the next number of 
years.  It's going to take time to work through this piece.  And the sensory over-
load that we get is something that Neil Postman talked about.  In, “Amusing Our-
selves to Death,” 25 years ago when he said the media was drowning in the United 
States of America.  So this has been an issue with us for a long time beyond just 
the technology that we're seeing today.  And we need to work through this piece. 

 
And I think, from Daphne's point of view, many of these problems are deal-able if you get the right engage-
ment tools.  You can drive up the cost so that it's not nil but it's 5 cents a student.  You have peer-to-peer 
conversation.  You have blogs.  You have a media feedback.  You have auto-grading.  You have all these 
features that stimulate the individual.  And she hopes that that will probably work, right? As technology is 
the solution. 
 
And then you have the others among us who would hold onto 
the belief that we can somehow work in this world on a one-to-
one basis with as many students as possible, and that's not go-
ing to work.  So now we know there's going to be some meet-
ing, somewhere, not in the middle but in the grayish middle of 
this stuff.  And I think that's where we come in.  And we have 
to really think about this hard.  Because if you don't do this 
well, we're foregoing a huge opportunity and forgetting what 
we're about as an institution. 
 
Institutions like the CSU began mainly as normal schools.  They 
began focusing on education and public outreach.  That is the 
DNA.  What we're facing now is how people learn and how they 
learn in an era of changing technology.  If anyone should be 
attacking that ideology ferociously it should be us.  We are col-
leges that are dedicated to educating the public at large and 
educating teachers who go out to teach the public at large.  So 
it should not be left up to our Coursera to dig up big data and 
reach conclusions.  That should be work that should be done 

 

Neil Postman 
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individually on every campus of its student body.  Because ultimately what we would insist is that 
the regional character of each university and its students and its faculty are distinct.  If that's in 
fact the case, than we have to sort of acquire the data that makes our case.  Do the studies.  And solve our 
own version of the 2 Sigma problem.  And understand that the answer is not in the extremes of the Williams 
College on the one hand and Coursera on the other.  The answer probably lies in the hybrid courses 
that people develop here over time.  They will be different from professor to professor.  And we will 
eventually find which is suitable for what groups of students with what particular interests.  We need to 
build up the data.  Do the research. Fuse teaching and research together.  Be progressive in thinking about 
this piece. 

 
And that gets back to my main point really, which is the 
world that exists out there of the Coursera models, assumes 
a flat distribution model where there's a only central pur-
veyor who's sending out mass product to many other folk 
and they take it all in the same way.  Not a good assump-
tion.  And I think the real answer to this story is going to be 
in regional, local universities that do their work well.  Re-
search their own data.  See how their teaching works and 
really explore and think harder about this piece. 
 
And I think that the Coursera's of the world and the William-
sons of the world are irrelevant to what's the main problem 
that we face these days.  The main problem we face in this 
country -- I'm not -- and I'm not belittling this at all, because 
I understand the implications that I'm saying -- is not so 
much access to higher education, although that still remains 
an issue -- as much as completion and moving through the 
pipeline -- I hate using the term but I'll use it right now.   
 

IV 
 
Another part of the problem in this is we're not integrated into our local communities and our local struc-
tures well enough.  We're part of the CSU system and we share what that system offers from one year to 
the next.  Each year 150 students come to us from other CSU institutions.  4,000 to 5,000 students come to 
us from the local K-12 schools.  4,000 to 5,000 students come to us from the local community colleges.  But 
fundamentally we're not integrated with those groups at all.  It's at odds and in patches in our relationship 
with those people who are structurally tied to an educational system that is irrelevant when you look at 
transfer.  And we have ad-hock linkages to those institutions who provide most of our students.   
 
W.E. Deming would tell you what the answer is, which is that you've just solved the 
wrong problem.  You have to look at the supply chain that you actually have and 
work through it.  Create partnerships and solve the supply chain that you do have.  
What's our relationship to our local provider so to speak?  What is our relationship to 
our local customers so to speak?  Our employers?  And in most cases you will see 
that most universities will give you a series of ad hock answers, shrugs, and, “ I don't 
know !” 
 
That's not to say that NSF and NIH and others have not thrown money at this for 
decades, but until we change organizationally and how we relate to our local commu-
nities, we're not going to have a great success on this piece.  And I think the same 
issue relates to regional development.   
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V 
 

But then we go back a couple of thousand years: over 1,500 years 
at least to Cicero.  When Cicero wrote his book on oratory, he did 
not see any contradiction between the liberal arts, civil service and 
the being in the militia.  Because understanding was one thing.  
Acting accordingly was another thing.  And acting accordingly in-
volved virtue.  And virtue meant working with others to improve 
their state. 
What we have in the university these days is a disconnection be-
tween those two things.  We, in our own courses, approach this 
matter piece meal.  How many times have you made the connec-
tion for the case for students?  But there needs to be a connection 
between understanding the discipline. Integrating it with other dis-
ciplines.  Relating it to virtue and action and character.   
 
We've had a 150 year retreat from the role of character, 
morality, and duty in American higher education as we've 

moved away from the collegiate model.  And now what we're talking about is regaining some 
of that ground.  That's probably what we need to do.   
 
 
And fundamentally as Bill Allen said, if we're all understood and connected to the busi-
ness world out there, a liberal arts education can do good things.  Because it's those 
critical thinking skills that are desperately important.  And what Jerry was talking about 
before, Emerson talked about in the 1840s when he wrote his treatise, "The American 
Scholar".  What you need to do if you're going to be creative is somehow remove the 
blinders.  You have to be able to see and think clearly.  And that means being able to 
understand when all thinking has become fossilized.  Mythology and religion.  So that 
you could see the world new and freshly.  And there are too few among us who can do 
that piece.  So there's no contradiction between the creativity in the liberal 
arts and creativity in the business world.  And it involves the same mental habits 
of mind to pull that trick off.  They're very hard, but they're important to do. And in 
each locality that is a different sort of thing to do. 
 
I think that we can extend our power in our realm by working more consistently with our local partners.  
Does this mean abstractly preparing people for work in some generalized occupation.  It's participating in 
the general prospect and future of a particular region, and understanding what those needs are. 
 

VI 
 
You could hardly find a university in the United States today who could tell you with explicitness what hap-
pened with their graduates, and I know we point that this can berate higher education, but it is also an indi-
cation of the problem.  I'll make you a bet you couldn't find more than five universities in the United States 
today who could tell you what their graduates are actually doing 5 to 10 years out.  If you could find those 
five institutions for me I would like to know who they are.  Because I haven't -- I've been looking for them 
for 20 years and I can't find them.  And if they really tell you what they're doing.  Where they are or what 
they're doing.  What their quality of life is, we berate that stuff because it relates us to a product.  But the 
fact is we can't even do it.  So we have to understand that connection before we can berate it I think. 
 

V 
 
 So part of the liberal arts involves us looking back at ourselves and eliminating some of those preconcep-
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tions we have about ourselves, which is, “Our mobility shines forth so brightly that it needs no defense.”  It 
needs no connection to anything else.  It only exists as a virtue, thinking clearly if we can be acted on in 
civil society, we have an impact on others.  And that's where I think we still fall short. 
 
So I go back and close with what Emerson said in the American Scholar stated, which is that the true Ameri-
can Scholar, which is “...that the true America scholar not just he or she who knows, but he or she who 
knows and can do, and can [inaudible] and know when to do.  Because to know and not to share.  To know 
and not to do is to live in a closet.  And that's not a healthy thing at all.   
 
So I think there's much that came out of these meetings the past couple days.  The speakers, as I said, 
were tremendously good.  And the conversation was robust.  I thank Michael and others very much for pull-
ing this off. It was quite a feat to get this done in such a short period of time.  Congratulations.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 
 
(1) The 2-Sigma Problem:  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bloom%27s_2_Sigma_Problem;     
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqLiLH6Sjnw  
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