
Steven Stepanek:  Dr. Matthew C. Moen is Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences, Professor of Political Science, and 
Lohre Distinguished Professor at the University of South Dakota. He currently serves on the board of the Al Neuharth 
Media Center and of the South Dakota Humanities Council, where he is chair-elect. Before returning to his native state 
in 2002, Dr. Moen worked for sixteen years at the University of Maine as a faculty member, department chair, and spe-
cial assistant to the president. He published five books and was named University of Maine Trustee Professor.  Past 
leadership roles include president of the New England Political Science Association, chairperson of the Professional 
Ethics Committee of the American Political Science Association, and president of the Council of Colleges of Arts and 
Sciences—the national arts and sciences dean’s organization.  He received a Ph.D. through the Carl Albert Congres-
sional Studies Center at the University of Oklahoma, serving as a Congressional Fellow in the 1980s. He received a B.A. 
with honors from Augustana College, which honored him with its Alumni Achievement Award in 2005. Dr. Moen is part 
of a collaboration on interdisciplinarity in the academy that will be published by Oxford University Press, and he speaks 
and writes about the place of the liberal arts and sciences in the academy. [ Applause ] 
 
Matthew Moen:   Good evening everyone.  Thank you for turning out tonight. 
 
When I travel around the country talking about the liberal arts and sciences, I'm often met with a greeting, "Whoa, I've 
never met anyone from South Dakota before!"  And this has me thinking that actually meeting a person from South 
Dakota is some sort of a “bucket list” item, so...my California friends, you're welcome.  I'm happy to be here. 
 
[applause and laughter] 
 
I'm pleased to be with you this evening and have a chance to talk a 
little bit about the liberal arts and sciences.  I commend your uni-
versity for having the foresight to think about the future of Higher 
Ed.  I wish to give a “shout out” to your provost who I see sitting in 
the back, to Dean Beth Say, who is a great CCAS colleague and 
serves on our Board of Directors, and to Professor Hoggan sitting 
here, my contact for this event. 
 
And this may seem obvious to you, but my remarks tonight are the 
remarks of a guy who observes higher ed and is writing a book, not 
those of a USD official.  My remarks tonight are entitled: “Short 
Shrift: The Liberal Arts and Sciences in Higher Education Reform.” 
 
How we preserve the richness of the past and the present, and 
blend it with inevitable and often desirable change, is one of the 
quandaries of human existence.  A successful example is the way 
that our nation’s founders blended the major features of the Euro-
pean Enlightenment – rule by law, religious tolerance, and scien-
tific progress – with unique American innovations, such as an intri-
cate system of shared and separate government powers.  Ben 
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Franklin noted that birth had been given to a new type of republic, if we could keep it.  He understood that institutions 
could not be taken for granted, but must be nurtured in successive generations. 
 
And so it is with American universities. They remain the world’s best – confirmed again last month in the Academic 
Ranking of International Universities, which placed American institutions in eight of the top ten spots; in the steady 
stream of students who come to the United States to study; and more recently, in the efforts of other countries to imi-
tate our creative streak by developing their own liberal arts traditions.  China is the most cited example, but countries 
such as Kuwait and Slovakia also make that list. 
 
But even as much is right, careful examination shows that our colleges and universities are being pulled and stretched.  
Cracks are apparent, especially in the liberal arts mission. 
 
I picked the phrase “short shrift” to convey the fact that we are paying scant attention to the liberal arts and sciences 
in the whirlwind that is higher education reform; I also picked it as an inside joke, because in medieval times, short 
shrift was the brief period a prisoner was given for confession and absolution before execution.  [laughter] 
 
For those of us embedded in the liberal arts and sciences, it sometimes feels like we are supposed to confess that our 
great intellectual tradition is now passé and elitist and unemployable, and that we should just make way for some 
brave new world of cheaply delivered, competency-based learning. 
 
This evening I’d like to walk us down a path together, that takes us briefly into the liberal arts, then into higher educa-
tion changes and reforms that are chipping away at the liberal arts and sciences, and concludes with thoughts on how 
the higher education conversation should be enlarged.  I’ll try hard to sidestep the fate of the two House members in 
the 1880s, said at the time by Speaker Thomas Brackett Reed; ”...to subtract from the sum total of human knowledge 
every time they spoke.”    [laughter] 
 

I. 
So what is a liberal education? 
 
The simplest, convincing explanation is found in Bruce Kimball’s book, Orators and Philosophers.  He explains that lib-
eral education has two streams.  One stream – traceable to the ancient Greeks – is pursuit of truth.  This is accompa-
nied by the view that knowledge is intrinsically desirable, a contemplative life is a good life, and education promotes 
moderation and virtue.  The second stream is traceable to the Roman orator Cicero, who argued that education is criti-
cal to citizenship. 
 

Flowing in those streams is the idea expressed in Andrew Delbanco’s book, 
College…that liberal education enriches life.  And this encapsulates what we 
want in liberal education – for students to discern truth, to be good citizens 
of this world, and to lead satisfying lives.  But rather than nurturing that 
mission, we are now unintentionally, but sometimes deliberately, and often 
quite thoughtlessly, undermining the liberal arts and sciences as the linch-
pin of American higher education.  Let’s dig a little deeper. 
 

II. 
The erosion of the liberal arts and sciences is evident in different ways.  In 
Education’s End, Anthony Kronman argues the humanities have lost their 
way, and the Chronicle is filled with stories of decline. The debate centers 
on whether the decline is absolute or merely proportional. In Liberal Arts at 
the Brink, Victor Ferrall traces the shrinking number of liberal arts colleges, 
and equally interesting, explains how the survivors have a more vocational 
bent. For those who prefer financial indicators, last month Moody’s Inves-
tor Service downgraded some of our nation’s most prestigious liberal arts 
colleges, such as Oberlin and Wellesley. 
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So what’s going on?  Some of the problem is easily explained. 
 
When President Reagan successfully turned liberal into an unfavorable political label, he did so to beat liberals in elec-
tions, not because he had it in for the liberal arts and sciences. But for some time, it has been hard for universities to 
explain that liberal education is a different thing than liberal politics, especially when entrepreneurs like David 
Horowitz earn a living conflating the two. 
 
But the bigger problem is that the liberal arts and sciences are just hard to explain. People know what a nursing degree 
is, or what an accounting degree is.  Explaining to students and parents that a liberal education is a delicious blend of 
truth seeking and citizenship, sprinkled with a dash of a meaningful life, is not easy. 
 
And so we take short cuts.  We lapse into describing attributes.  We say liberal education is broad education.  It 
teaches how to think critically, act globally, value diversity, learn teamwork and solve problems.  It prepares students 
for future career changes.  All of that is true, which is why a liberal education is a superior one for most undergradu-
ates.  Employers have told the AAC&U over and over in surveys that they want employees with liberal education skills.  
But to students, this all sounds a little vague at best, and maybe pie-in-the-sky at worst.  It’s as though we are promis-
ing students courtside at the Lakers, but they see mere Suns tickets in our hands.   [laughter] 
 
And then for years we have been choosing our university leaders less for their intellectual achievement – for their 
reputation as our best teachers or prominent scholars – than for business sense or fundraising abilities.  This reorienta-
tion has considerable merit, for universities are far-flung enterprises where business acumen is more relevant than an 
academic’s intimate knowledge of a discipline.  But one result is that we now have a cadre of university leaders, with 
less skill and inclination to advance our hard-to-explain cause.  

 
The cottage rankings industry also pecks at the liberal arts and 
sciences.  Most rankings place a premium on student selectivity 
and research, not liberal education.  Likewise, the professional 
accreditation that ensures high standards in fields such as busi-
ness, education, law, and medicine… simultaneously catapults 
those programs to the forefront in the contest for resources.   
Taken together, it is easy to see why liberal education receives 
short shrift.  We struggle with the word liberal and with explain-
ing liberal education. We hire leaders outside our intellectual 
tradition. We play rankings games that undervalue liberal edu-
cation and lack leverage through accreditation. 
 
Since the situation only worsens as I continue, here’s a quick 
dean joke to keep up the spirits of faculty in the room.  On a 
remote island, a cannibal is selling jars of faculty brains for $10, 
but dean’s brains for $25. Asked by a local customer why dean’s 
brains cost so much, the cannibal drily replies with a question: 
“do you know how many deans I have to kill in order to get a full 
jar of brains?” 
 
[laughter] 
 

III. 
 

Now let’s walk a bit further down the path of higher education reform, more into the intentional changes and policy 
choices that are chipping away at the liberal arts and sciences.  I’ll focus on three developments. 
 
First, the massive shift toward students paying a much greater share of the cost of a college education is chipping away 
at the foundation of the liberal arts and sciences.  A SHEEO report showed that after the stock market collapse of 2008, 
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college enrollments rose nationally by 17%, while state appropriations dropped by 12%.  Simple math explains why 
universities have raised tuition and fees, cut academic programs, and hired more contingent faculty.  Many people 
suffered in the greatest economic turmoil of a generation.  Universities couldn’t be spared.  But the broader trend is a 
steady drop in state support, as higher education has become more a private than a public good. 
 
The benefits of college accrue to the individual – this logic goes – rather than to our nation. 
 
How this separation, this almost cold detachment from a shared destiny, wiggled its way into American public life is a 
bit unclear, but it seems to be a massive departure from a consensus that higher education is a way to lift our people 
and our nation as a whole.  And it risks a pillar of the American dream – social mobility through education.  It even toys 
with the future of our country, by checking the creative genius of the children of the less fortunate at the door, even as 
we tussle for global leadership.  
 
In some places, state support for universities hovers near single digits.  In Colorado and Wisconsin, the conversation 
shifted to whether state universities should be set loose because the regulatory burden offsets state funding. 
 
The ripple effects of declining state support are multi-faceted.  Students borrow more money, emerge with more debt, 
and attain their financial goals later in life.  Understandably, they arrive on campus with a more careerist orientation.  
They gravitate to practical fields – like business and health professions – evident in data from the U.S. Department of 
Education; in the 2000s, for instance, business degrees rose by 39% and  health professions by 60%.   Liberal arts and 
sciences disciplines lagged…with biology, psychology, and communications hanging in, but English, the physical sci-
ences, and foreign languages not so much. 
 
Students also arrive on campus almost embarrassed to be undecided 
about their major and career, at the ripe old age of eighteen.  They ask 
what they can do with such-and-such a major, as if that single decision 
and their first job will establish the direction of their career and life. 
 
I am hopeful in the sense that policymakers are consciously addressing 
state support in places like California, Massachusetts, and Washington.  
But we must remember the fix is still at the margins of the cost-shifting to 
students.  And worrisome is that people undermine public support by 
being sassy about college. Economist Richard Vedder once compared the 
R-O-I of commodities and college.  He hinted that it makes more sense to 
invest in precious metals than in a college education.  And who knows, 
maybe he is right from a straight financial perspective. Maybe copper 
pays off more handsomely than college over the course of several dec-
ades.  But even if it does, this is an impoverished conversation in a democ-
racy predicated on an educated citizenry. 
 
Another example. In the last presidential campaign, one candidate said that pushing people toward college made 
Obama a snob; the candidate who said that had a B.A. from Penn State, MBA from Pitt, and J.D. from Dickinson.  I 
looked for a synonym, but weird best describes it. 
 

And finally – with an apology if I am being a rude guest – California has created the poster child of higher education 
sassiness.   When Peter Thiel offered $100,000 fellowships to kids under age 20, to stay away from college for at least 
two years in order to work on entrepreneurism, he launched Dale Stephens into the world.  Dale has titled himself the 
Chief Educational Deviant, and he has used his money to launch “UnCollege,” convincing young people to skip college. 
 
Oh my! 
 
For the record, I do not begrudge young Mr. Stephens his share of the American dream; I congratulate him on a book 
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contract and wish him well in this life.  But for a young fellow – old enough to vote, but not to buy himself a Budweiser 
– to be cast into the world of serious ideas with money and a rummy attitude, in order to convince our young people 
to steer clear of college, is an appalling act.  I am hard pressed to think of anything more antithetical to the spirit of 
liberal education…to the beautiful words of Mr. Jefferson. “Enlighten the people generally,” he said, “and tyranny and 
oppressions of body and mind will vanish like evil spirits at the dawn of day.” 
 
For anyone wondering about the wisdom of attending college, do 
recall the averages – college graduates are better employed, more 
engaged in their communities, enjoy healthier lives, and earn 
about $1 million more over their lifetimes.  And that barely 
scratches the surface.  Education is about so much more than a 
first job out of college, or a financial return on investment.  It’s 
about better understanding, about living an inquisitive life.  It’s 
about a tolerance for complexity.  It’s about our responsibilities as 
a free people. 
Those who erode the case for state support, by treating higher 
education as if it is a big sandbox to play in, need to stop it. 
 

IV. 
 

Second, the rise of for-profit institutions has chipped at the liberal 
arts and sciences.  Proprietary institutions grew by 225% over ten 
years, but their exact numbers are hard to track because they 
open and close.  Last month’s sudden closures included the Ameri-
can Career Institute and Chancellor University.  It is pathetic that 
attorneys general often have to be the people who help clean up 
these messes, rather than us having public policies in place that 
stop them from happening. 
 
So let’s back up…take a deep breath…and think about how strange 
it is to have higher education institutions motivated less by sharing 
the value of wisdom, than by the value of shares. 
 
Yes, this water has already rushed under the bridge, but as we continue to set relevant public policies like gainful em-
ployment, let’s keep in the back of our minds this question: do we really need to make a profit off the education of our 
kids, as if other equities, bonds, commodities, real estate, collectibles, and currency trading don’t present enough op-
tions? 
 
The for-profits created a clever business model – admit a lot of students, take their financial aid, promise to make a 
college education convenient and easy, and teach the students with a less qualified faculty at a higher sticker price.  
The only losers seem to the students who went deeply into debt for a subpar education and the taxpayers who under-
write the loans that pay the steep salaries of some for-profit CEOs.  Bloomberg News reported that Strayer’s CEO made 
$41.9 million in 2010, or 26 times more than the highest paid traditional university president. 
 
The for-profits undoubtedly have success stories, and their outreach to underserved demographics might even be 
laudable.  But their collective educational track record is deplorable.  Graduation rates are abysmal. Widely reported a 
few years back is that for-profits taught about 10% of students, but consumed 25% of federal financial aid and sported 
a 44% default rate. 
 
How’s that for a taxpayer return on investment? 
 
I read this month in one of your state’s newspapers that 30% of federal financial aid to Bay Area colleges went to for-
profit trade schools…that their 10% of students accounted for 50% of defaults…and that 12 of the 25 most expensive 
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colleges in California are for-profits. Your state, with good reason, cut financial aid to 130 colleges with lousy perform-
ance. 

 
The for-profits have pressured the liberal arts and sciences in two 
ways.  As they were first gaining a foothold, they led the race to the 
rhetorical bottom of educational standards by stressing that education 
is a matter of personal convenience.  You saw those advertisements – 
which I caricature here to make a point – “ Earn your degree in one 
night a week, sitting in your jammies, sipping your coffee and petting 
your dog, and hitting the send button to ship your homework to a car-
ing professor you’ve never actually met.” 
 
For a long time, Kaplan won the rhetorical race to the bottom by tell-
ing students to earn a degree on their own terms.  In my CCAS presi-
dential address, I called it an even sweeter promise than a free ticket 
to see the invisible man. 
 
At the risk of offending, let me say it plainly, out of a deep love for this 
country: the relentless rhetoric about earning a college degree in re-
cord time, with minimal effort, is a disservice to our children, to aspira-
tional educational standards, and to our nation’s place in a competi-
tive world. 
 
We must call out the purveyors because this has to stop. 
 

A second way the proprietary institutions have bit into the liberal arts and sciences is by disrupting traditional aca-
demic cross-subsidy.  The for-profits have always focused on the most profitable fields of study, such as criminal justice 
and education.  They’ve skipped molecular biology and Russian because they do not make money. They’ve ignored 
organic chemistry because labs cost so much, and because it is hard to push students through those physical sciences.  
Instead, they’ve mostly cherry-picked the large enrollment classes with comparatively few instructional costs, where it 
is easy to turn a handsome profit. 
 
In contrast, our institutions are non-profit centers of learning, discovery and service to the public.  Like a family, where 
some earn a living for the benefit of all, we rely on some parts of our curriculum to subsidize other parts.  In that way, 
we are able to keep alive great intellectual traditions like Classics, and lightly enrolled courses, like particle physics, 
graduate mathematics, and Arabic. 
 
In that way, we make good on the observation of Cardinal John Henry Newman, who noted that keeping a broad range 
of studies available at the university is a magnificent way to expose students to diverse views. 
Somehow, we skipped over a public conversation about the wisdom of extracting choice parts of the curriculum from 
traditional colleges and universities. But if the bottom line thinking of the for-profits becomes the principal force struc-
turing our academic curriculum, we will leave behind a sadly impoverished intellectual heritage. 
 

IV. 
Third, the accountability movement chips away at the liberal arts and sciences, but this is more of a mixed bag.  And 
let’s be honest about why this has happened.  We’ve brought it on ourselves. Administrators wish to climb higher in 
college rankings, add academic programs, move up to more prestigious athletic conferences, offer students better ser-
vices and facilities, increase student selectivity – the list of expenses goes on.  Faculty want more research time, 
smaller class sizes, less advising – the list of expenses goes on.  We’ve shrugged too much at costs, figuring the Pell 
grant spigot will pour and students will find a way.  Instead, we’ve hit a price point. 
 
The accountability movement is impossible to date; it trickled up from K-12, but received a major push by the carefully 
formulated Spellings Commission.  It was as rigged as a Soviet election; commission members hailed from IBM, Micro-
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soft, Boeing, and the Chamber of Commerce, and also included the CEO of Kaplan, a former AT & T executive, a private 
investor, and a private education loan market philanthropist.  Faculty were mostly excluded, except for economist 
Richard Vedder. 
 
The Spellings Commission report was a manifesto of accountability and affordability.  It totally ignored the liberal arts 
and sciences, pointed out by Phi Beta Kappa Secretary John Churchill.  And yet, the Commission’s themes resonate.  
President Obama sounded them on his recent bus tour, which is why Inside Higher Ed interviewed former Secretary 
Spellings last month for perspective.  And thus do we find ourselves enmeshed in a long-running conversation over 
accountability – with good, uncertain, and bad dimensions. 
 
Good things first.  President Obama lessened the costs to students in his first term by bypassing private lenders…not 
so good for the lenders, but good for the kids.  His administration built upon the efforts of Secretary Spellings to sim-
plify financial aid, creating the Financial Aid Shopping Sheet with the catchy slogan, “Know Before You Owe.”  
 
The Gates Foundation has thrown $472 million at remaking higher education.  I’m not enthused about some of what 
they are doing – more in a minute – but their efforts to drive the less advantaged to education is laudable.  I admire 
their experiments with adding scholarship dollars to incentivize college completion.  Early results don’t show much 
positive impact on retention, but do show progress on academic achievement. 
 
The Obama administration is watching out for the interests of veterans, who have been collectively targeted for their 
education benefits, often by for-profits in disingenuous ways.  And President Obama pushes rhetorically for the U.S. to 
reclaim its top ranking in the world for baccalaureate completion.  We dropped out of the top ten, and last I looked, sat 
at sixteen.  Obama’s laudable rhetoric is tied to his accountability agenda. 
 
Now let’s flip to places where the jury is still out. The college completion agenda is terrific in theory. This is where the 
Gates Foundation pours in dollars. But we must recognize this agenda has baggage – tying funding to completion is a 
slippery slope that tempts colleges and universities to take fewer chances on marginal kids and to make college just a 
little bit easier.  
 
Flipped learning is another area where the jury is out.  The premise is that students learn material online and attend 
class to gain perspective.  This summer I attended a seminar on personalized learning in Chicago, where an excited 
presenter talked of reinventing education through her organization devoted to flipped learning.   Well, maybe so…but 
learning before you come to class, where you work with a teacher to delve deeper into material isn’t so novel.  Before 
we called it flipped learning as part of higher education reform…we called it homework… 
 
[laughter] 

 
Efficient delivery to the masses online is also murky territory.  This is center stage 
because of the creativity of Dr. Koller and others with the massive open online 
courses.  And I’m willing to take at face value what Dr. Koller said in her TED talk 
about Coursera…that we can learn how students learn…we can see where stu-
dents get stuck and intervene to fix it…we can better understand cross-cultural 
learning.  I’m untroubled by the 5% completion rate in MOOCs that is cited as an 
objection, since it is voluntary and free.  And I’m enthused about Tennessee’s 
success with math using software.  At my own campus, we’ve been using Math 
Emporium with success for students who struggle.  The Khan Academy teaching 
advanced math to able and willing adults for free is a gift. 
 
But the verdict on mass education is still out.  Most MOOCs are for-profit entities 
with large infusions of venture capital, and they will be tempted – maybe com-
pelled – to succumb to credentialing, marketing, and monetizing.  Probably not 
Coursera, under Dr. Koller’s watchful eye, but someone in the brave new world of 
online mass education will undercut quality control by faculty with a computer 
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and an “academic coach.”  
 
And while MOOCs seem to fit linear disciplines – computer science, engineering, math – their crossover to interpretive 
subjects is a stretch.  Reading literature about the human condition, but not talking with other humans about it, for 
instance, is about as sensible as training to become a professional golfer by taking lessons online and practicing a video 
golf game.  [laughter] 
 
Faculty members do something irreplaceable.  Let me to personalize 
this by referencing my own undergraduate experience. 
My American politics professor helped walk me through authorship of 
a 240 page undergraduate thesis on Senate elections, and was the 
person who identified the Ph.D. program in legislative studies that 
offered this first-generation college student five years of financial 
support. 
 
My Chinese politics professor had me read Fanshen, a massive book 
dealing with the impact of the Cultural Revolution on a single village.   
And yes, I learned about Mao’s flawed effort to create a peasant uto-
pia.  But more importantly, I was forced to think hard about ideas 
such as reciprocity, complexity, betrayal, and compassion.  Every day, 
in ways large and small, we all face these same issues of human exis-
tence. 
My oral interpretation class was taught by what I thought was a crazy 
guy, who made us do calisthenics when class started, and occasion, 
led us outside to run around trees.  But what did he teach me after 
we ran?  He taught me to stand tall publicly, to say what I mean, to 
have the self-confidence to find my way in this world. 
 
And let me tell you two brief stories of alumni from my own College 
of Arts and Sciences. 
 
Professor William Farber told his political science major from Yankton, SD to quit the university until he was prepared 
to come back and apply himself.  That’s what happened.  A couple years later, Farber drove the newly graduated kid to 
his first job in Omaha because he didn’t have a way to get there.  Some forty years of friendship later, that kid brought 
the crew of the Today show to our campus to film a story about Farber, his lifelong mentor.  The kid?  Tom Brokaw of 
NBC News. 
 
Story two. 
 
Dean Lewis Akeley knew that he had a bright kid on his hands from Canton, SD.   So he tasked the kid to teach physics 
to other students, as he observed.  The lad taught physics, got a chemistry degree from us, a Ph.D. from Yale, and later 
in life invented the cyclotron that split the nucleus of the atom.  You know the name of Nobel Prize Winner Ernest Law-
rence through Lawrence-Berkeley Lab, Lawrence-Livermore Lab, and element #103 of the periodic table, Lawrencium. 
 
His brother John, also from Canton and a graduate of my College, is the father of nuclear medicine for experimenting 
with radiation on his own mother’s cancer. His son lives in your state. 
 
Mass education will never do such mentorship.  And I especially delight in telling these alumni stories because they 
convey the power of liberal education.  Brokaw and Lawrence did something quite different with their lives than their 
chosen undergraduate major. 
 
The Gates Foundation’s quest to create inexpensive mass education via technology and competency testing – aimed at 
immediate employability of students – reflects a giant leap of faith that they are correct about the best educational 
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product for this nation.  And perhaps they will prove to be right in this brave new world, but a bit more humility and 
caution is in order as they tinker with higher education, in case they happen to be wrong. 
 
After all, there are bad dimensions to accountability.  For one thing, it overreaches. Learning outcomes require univer-
sities to do back flips, hiring learning specialists and testing gurus to accomplish their assessment reporting. 
 
Second, it has spawned some zany ideas.  A rubber mallet and quick reflexes would be handy, in the spirit of “whack-a-
mole.”  A personal favorite was an idea floated by a higher education group tied closely to Lumina; it called upon uni-
versities to issue a warranty that explained, and here I do quote, “the utilitarian purpose of the degree granted.” 
 
Any Californian with an inkling of what an education in the liberal arts and sciences is supposed to be, would rather go 
surfing in South Dakota, than issue a warranty stating the utilitarian purpose of a degree. 
 
[laughter] 
 
Third, and this one is deadly serious, the accountability movement has spawned all manner of cottage industries that 
are relentlessly pushing, picking apart, and beating up on higher education so they can make a bundle of money.  The 
assessment academies, the publishers, the flipped learning groups, the tutoring and testing companies – Pearson, 
OWL, EduMetry, Kaplan, Straighter Line…the list is endless – they all thrive from pervasive testing, from endless ac-
countability permutations, from the race to competency degrees that just happened with Pearson and Texas A & M - 
Commerce. 
 
The cottage industries absolutely encourage the perception that college is all broken, that they need to rush in with 
testing to set it all straight.  If there are policymakers in the room – please ask yourselves…do you think that cottage 
industries in search of profit really care more about the fate of those individual kids sitting in classrooms, than the fac-
ulty who chose as their life’s work, to teach those kids? 
 
The cottage industries create a buzz around learning and assessment, 
but please recall they aren’t at the center because they don’t actually 
teach the kids.  My predecessor as CCAS president offered this rural 
analogy: “when your hogs are skinny… you can spend time weighing 
‘em…or you can spend time feeding ‘em.” 
 

Far too much of the higher education conversation these days is this 
mix of profit and shallow promises, careerism and credentialing, regu-
latory compliance, standardized testing and reporting, cottage indus-
tries, and marketing and institutional positioning. 
 
In the meantime, I wonder whether we are being even partly dis-
tracted from the critical educational tasks of our time, like preparing 
students to interface around the globe with Islam, or helping students 
negotiate personal privacy in a world where their identity is bought 
and sold, or helping students to operate a complicated, deliberative 
democracy in a rapid, crossfire culture. 
 
Perhaps the time has come to start unraveling this strange mix. 
 

V. 
 

So where do we go from here?  We badly need a recalibration.  In no particular order… 
1.  Returning to more appropriate levels of state support would help break the cycle of careerism and student in-

debtedness. 
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2.  Enlarging the conversation about accountability might help. One idea that sprung up in New England is to add a 
metric of civic engagement for college graduates as a complement and counterweight to existing accountability 
metrics.  That’s worth thinking about. 

3.  And while I embrace the free-market capitalism that goes hand-in-hand with American democracy, we need poli-
cymakers to help us beat back, rather than force us to adopt, the self-interested solutions of the cottage indus-
tries. 

4. And we desperately need this generation of policymakers to rediscover the broader view of higher education that 
their predecessors seemed to hold. 

 
Rather than nurturing their state universities, many policymakers these days have restricted their interest to what state 
educational institutions can do to meet workforce needs and promote economic development. 
 
Last week I was sent a report from the National Governor’s Association that built upon their earlier report, “Degrees for 
What Jobs?”  Both just go too far in one direction, suggesting that universities do things like use labor-market data to 
define their educational goals. 
 
Responsiveness to state needs makes sense, of course.  But to ask public 
universities – full of challenging ideas, scientific discovery, innovation, art-
istry, and strains of humanistic, philosophic, and theological thought – to 
focus primarily on metrics of workforce and economic development is a 
pretty narrow vision. 
Lost is the other part of it, the broad spirit of the educational enterprise. 
Faded is the message that education improves public life.  Absent is the 
message of education as a path to greater understanding.  Missing is the 
role of civility in offsetting the angry voices and bad examples of truth-
telling that we see nightly on cable television. 
 
The liberal arts and sciences play a key role nurturing democracy, and yet 
we give them short shrift in the conversation about higher education re-
form, perhaps for the reason the woman dean from Kuwait once said to me 
– that we take our greatest intellectual tradition for granted. 
 
So let’s enlarge the conversation, placing this student-oriented premise 
front and center: in four years, we can never teach students all that they 
will need to know in this world.  But we can teach students how to learn, 
what it is, they will eventually need to know. 
 
Thank you. 
 
[applause] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

END 
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