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This book is dedicated to all students. You deserve a great education to prepare you for your future.

And to parents, professors, pundits, policy makers, and presidents who can work to change higher education now.










It requires courage to quit the beaten paths in which the great majority of well-educated men have walked and still walk.… Conservatism is never more respectable than in education, for nowhere are the risks of change greater.

—CHARLES W. ELIOT, “The New Education,” The Atlantic, February 1869








PREFACE TO THE 2022 EDITION

IN THE FIVE YEARS SINCE THE ORIGINAL 2017 PUBLICATION OF THE New Education, everything changed in higher education—and not nearly enough.

Remember how we used to think academe was hidebound, overly bureaucratic, stuck in its ways, and incapable of transformation or even modest change? Then the COVID-19 crisis happened. Faculty, staff, administrators, students, and students’ families turned everything upside down and inside out in a matter of weeks. We moved online, changed how we taught, altered academic calendars, shortened or extended term lengths and seat-time requirements, invented new kinds of assignments, and experimented with different grading methods. In an emergency, we did all that and more.

Now the question is, how much of what we changed will remain? How much should? What did we learn that was beneficial? What revealed, even more harshly, the glaring inequities of higher education? And what did we learn about ourselves and our own capacity for change? In an emergency, we had to review everything—process and product, successes and failures, humane responses and persistent inequality. How can we use what we learned to truly revolutionize the university to prepare our students for a world that’s more in flux than we even knew?

As we see throughout The New Education, successful models are crucial in academe. They help us see past inherited structures, legacies, and our own training to imagine what we did not think was possible. Because we are so connected, one institution to another, when one institution makes a successful change, it can impact others. Take the quick action of President Ana Mari Cauce of the University of Washington during the pandemic. After consulting with health policy advisers and faculty leadership, she made the bold, early decision to close the entire University of Washington campus on March 7, 2020, sending more than fifty thousand students into remote learning. She set an example: in the United States, within weeks of the University of Washington closure, over eleven hundred other colleges and universities followed suit, putting over fifteen million students online.

Lives were saved. The vast majority of students managed to stay in school even as everything was upended by a horrific financial and health catastrophe. Faculty learned how to teach online using equipment and tools not designed for that purpose even as they, too, may have lost family members or experienced medical, financial, or psychological crises. Administrators, IT staff, and others worked day and night to keep higher education functioning remotely. They had to address the stark reality of the inequality of staff, students, and faculty. Gender inequality was especially obvious, and it mirrored patterns in the nation as a whole. With children sent home from school and social distancing impossible for childcare workers, women disproportionately shouldered family responsibilities. By some accounts, the employment rate of women in the US labor market plummeted to 57.0 percent by winter of 2021, a low not seen since 1988.

Technology also became an issue of inequality. Who lacked laptops and bandwidth? How could those problems be addressed rapidly? Many universities, faced with the reality of student food and housing insecurity, kept food pantries open even when the rest of campus closed. Realizing that some students, both domestic and international, faced housing insecurity, some administrators found ways to create safe housing spaces for students. Many institutions understood that they could not simply think about students in school but also had to think about students’ full, complicated, and often imperiled lives outside of school.

Only a small proportion of those instructors who began emergency remote instruction had ever taught online before or knew anything about what does or does not contribute to effective distance learning. Teaching and Learning Centers got to work sharing resources, offering one-on-one consultation with faculty, and sharing resources through social media. All across the country, everyone responded to emergency conditions in real time.

In the years since the original publication of this book, I have spoken to thousands of educators, students, and private citizens about transforming higher education for today’s students. I’ve conducted workshops at colleges and universities and worked with committees, commissions, and communities. We have discussed together all the different areas of higher education I address in the pages of The New Education: semester schedules, student workload, grades, grading systems, standardized testing, the uniform credit hour and “seat-time” requirements, closed-book exams, the lack of cooperation across institutions, tenure clocks, and our faculty reward systems. Ironically, now, when I ask audiences what changed during the pandemic, all of these seemingly intractable issues are the ones that were somehow, magically, altered during the crisis.

As we think about redesigning a better system of higher education—creating “the new education”—the best evidence we have that change is possible is our very own experience. With the benefit of the pandemic months behind us, we can use the knowledge we gained but without the exigency of a global health emergency. To every naysayer who insists “higher education will never change,” we now have an answer. During the pandemic, we changed. We must not forget that. We changed when we had to. We can change again.

At my own massive, public, urban institution, the City University of New York, Chancellor Félix V. Matos Rodriguez provided another great model of change when he announced a comprehensive emergency grading policy. In the earliest months of the pandemic, New York City was hit harder than any other city in the country. During April 2020 alone, there were approximately twenty-nine thousand more deaths than in the same month in 2019. New York simultaneously became a ghost town and a disaster area. Health disparities reflected and magnified the city’s income and racial inequalities.

Many of CUNY’s working-class students or their family members work in health care and other forms of work deemed “essential” to keeping the city functioning during the health crisis. One student in our program was delivering goods and supplies on his bike until two in the morning, and then showing up for Zoom class at nine a.m. Recognizing these hardships, Chancellor Rodriguez put into place an emergency grading system, which gave students ten days after receiving their final course grade to decide whether they wished to keep the letter grade they earned or to have it changed to Credit/No Credit. Students could simply request the grade change from their campus registrar; they did not need to petition their instructor or state a reason for the change request. This policy allowed students to make decisions on the basis of their own situation (and the many, varied regulations for state and federal scholarships, international students, plans for graduate and professional school, and beyond).

Many of us asked: Why don’t we always give students this opportunity? Aren’t there always unavoidable emergencies in life? We have extensive research on how unreliable a grade is as a “proxy” for student learning. Why should a grade during a time of crisis be part of a student’s permanent record? Is our job to grade? Or to teach? In a pandemic, we asked these foundational questions and gave ourselves a blueprint of care and the power to change.

Other universities made different revolutionary changes. At some, entire schedules were changed (starting a new term early, ending before the fall break, condensing fifteen-week semesters into twelve, and so forth). Even required contact hours (seat time) were changed. Astonishing! The Carnegie credit hour has been a sacred cow of academe ever since the 1910 “Academic and Industrial Efficiency” study commissioned by Harvard president Charles Eliot pushed to better align higher education with the Fordist model of standardized assembly-line industrial production. Suddenly, in the pandemic, people were thinking, If we can change the Carnegie hour, we can change everything!

AS WE SEE IN THE NEW EDUCATION, FOR ALL OUR PRIDE IN HIGHER education as an engine of social mobility—and it is that, to be sure, at many of our institutions—it is also one of our society’s most effective means of perpetuating inequality. Here, too, the pandemic exposed rampant inequality in the starkest terms. In higher education, inequality is meted out through what Harvard law professor Lani Guinier has called the “tyranny of meritocracy.” The term refers to the full array of testing, selectivity, school district modification, tax regulations, and other forms of seemingly neutral accounting and subsidizing that contribute to social, income, and racial disparities. We act as if we are selecting “the best” students for college, but we are really adding up what philosopher Sylvia Wynter calls the “mathematics of inequality.”

A 2017 study by the team of economists led by Professor Raj Chetty of Harvard found that thirty-eight of the nation’s elite private universities have more students whose families come from the top 1 percent of the income scale than from the entire bottom 60 percent. One contributor to the disparity is the seemingly “objective” measure provided by standardized testing. The “mathematics of inequality” is simple: if intelligence and academic achievement are what school really measures, these should not correlate with wealth. Yet, as we see in The New Education, a map showing the distribution of SAT scores, for example, is almost identical to one showing income level by school district. It’s not subtle. Students from families with higher incomes have higher test scores. Period.

When the COVID-19 crisis virtually halted SAT testing in the spring of 2020, the number of applications to college soared, especially among students of color and students from working-class backgrounds. Middle-class families routinely hire expensive SAT coaches to teach children how to improve their test scores. These coaches show students how to “game” a standardized test, down to using statistical analyses of the best way to guess at an answer they don’t know. The suspension of SAT testing and the relaxation of SAT scores as an admission requirement increased the income and racial diversity of college applicants. Something parallel happened with the suspension of Graduate Record Exam (GRE) scores for graduate school application. Yet admissions officers insisted that the actual rigor and overall quality of the applications did not drop; they improved. The revelation during the pandemic about standardized testing is a lesson we should take with us into the future. And, indeed, that’s happening. Many colleges and universities are now adopting or contemplating “test optional” applications.

The pandemic highlighted other forms of educational inequality, too. The college dropout rate during the crisis correlated strongly with family income. Students from low-income backgrounds were more likely to leave higher education than were wealthy ones. Community colleges and public, regional universities saw a more significant drop in enrollment than private and four-year flagship institutions. Although dropping standardized testing requirements meant more students without funds for test fees could apply to college, at the same time those students from the most financially stressed families were no longer able to afford college at all. The pandemic exacerbated income inequality, and college applications followed the same economic pattern. As the numbers of applications to the nation’s community colleges dropped, applications to elite universities soared, as did applications for graduate school.

As you read this book, keep in mind all we accomplished in higher education with our schools during a global health emergency. At the same time, think about where we have resisted change. We didn’t all behave perfectly in the pandemic, of course: some institutions and individuals seemed preoccupied with “grade inflation,” “relaxed requirements,” “ensuring rigor,” and “observing established practices” at any cost. Most, however, made sound and even bold decisions that took into account the reality of their students’ lives.

The New Education shows that most of the principles and practices of higher education were designed in a specific historical moment and context. I discuss how nineteenth-century higher education was modernized to address the needs and the assumptions of the Taylorist workforce and the hierarchical model of management of the new, powerful corporations. The era of mass industrialization, globalization, automation, and standardization inspired an educational revolution that turned the Puritan college into the modern research university.

Our students face a very different world. Standardization and hierarchy look different in a world driven by artificial intelligence and mass, interconnected social networks run by the biggest monopolies in human history—Facebook, Google, Microsoft, Amazon, and beyond. Students live in a time when anyone can propagate misinformation while obtaining (and exploiting) our most private personal data. Our students must contend with the gig economy, precarious jobs without benefits. They also contend with soaring tuition debt and hear over and over from pundits who insist “college isn’t worth it” (even as those same pundits often send their own children to elite private universities). The New Education asks which of our inherited practices serve students now, which can be changed, and which need to be relegated (finally!) to the dustbin of history.

Since the publication of The New Education, I have continued to research the eugenic philosophy underpinning the design of the modern university to further understand the roots of inequality and why it is perpetuated year after year, despite our best efforts. Belief in eugenics (the advocacy of controlled selective breeding based on an idea that some human populations are superior to others) was prevalent among intellectuals and educators in the nineteenth century and early twentieth century, and persists in different forms and sometimes with different names, in the present. Charles Eliot, who was chosen as Harvard’s president in 1869, for example, was also a committed eugenicist. He had a tremendous impact on all of higher education, and on K–12, during his forty-year reign at Harvard. He believed that one function of higher education was to improve the quality of the human race by selectively educating the elite, upper class. After retiring from his Harvard presidency, Eliot worked on America’s first sterilization law, passed in Indiana in 1907, and authored the essay “The Suppression of Moral Defectives.” As vice president of the First International Eugenics Congress, he decried “racial suicide” among Anglo-Saxon Europeans who intermarried with Catholics and southern Europeans and, in 1914, he helped organize the First National Conference on Race Betterment in Battle Creek, Michigan.

We live and work at a great distance from Eliot’s time, yet the architecture of those late-nineteenth-century systems remain. Racism, exclusion, and structural inequality are among the legacies built into our elite, selective educational apparatus. Is that the inheritance we want?

A second problematic legacy handed down to us from Eliot’s day is pedagogical. Most of us who teach college don’t know very much about teaching. This, too, is a structural issue and an inheritance; when Eliot created the first professional school to train teachers, the Harvard Graduate School of Education, he intended it only to train future elementary and secondary school teachers. He decried the poor preparation teachers received at the nation’s “normal schools.” Future college teachers were excluded from the first “ed school” because Eliot didn’t believe that college professors needed to teach well. To this day, this segregation persists. One receives a Doctor of Education (EdD or DEd), not a PhD, from a school of education. Most doctoral students, even now, take at most one course (usually not-for-credit) in pedagogical theory and practice. Few college profs have ever been exposed to the extensive research on what makes for effective learning.

Most college instructors remain wedded to the lecture model of instruction or, in smaller classes, to what I call the “distributed lecture” (basically, the typical “raise your hand if you know the answer” format of most seminar discussions). Not only does this method leave out the majority of students, but it also typically favors the small percentage of students in a class who most resemble the gender, racial, social, economic, and educational background of the professor. One recent study of over seven thousand professors across all fields at PhD-granting departments in the United States found that faculty are from more affluent backgrounds than their students and are twenty-five times more likely than the general US population to have a parent with a PhD. This also contributes to certain fields, such as computer science or nursing, being dominated by one gender. It also perpetuates racial inequality. The percentage of students of color in our nation’s universities is now about twice as high as the percentage of faculty of color.

Few college instructors have been exposed to alternatives to traditional teaching methods, even though we’ve now had over a thousand studies showing that active, participatory learning is the most effective and equitable way to teach. All students—from the least to the most academically well prepared—learn more through engaged, student-centered, active learning methods. A great lecture inspires us, but it is very poor for actual learning (as we all know from common sense when we ever set about to master something new). As noted by Carl Wieman, the 2011 Nobel Laureate in Physics (and a professor in both the Stanford Physics Department and the School of Education), our current archaic forms of one-way education (with information flowing from the instructor to the student) are an ineffective way of enabling students to master complex ideas, from physics to philosophy. In a 2014 “metastudy” in the Publications of the National Academy of Science, researchers examined over 225 separate, rigorous studies of effective learning. By any measure, active, engaged learning proved to be superior. In fact, the authors of the metastudy concluded that if this had been a pharmaceutical study, traditional education would be taken off the market.

In The New Education, I discuss our norms for credentialing, accrediting, and counting student learning outcomes and faculty research outputs. These come down to us via the archaic Taylorist theory of scientific labor management, developed at the turn of the twentieth century. Certifying expertise and standardizing knowledge acquisition became the higher ed ideal in the age of automation. Once the beacon of progress, those values became anachronistic in 1992, the year that the Mosaic 1.0 browser was released for free to the public, which ushered in the contemporary Internet era. Now, anyone who has an Internet connection can communicate anything to anyone. Anyone can be an “influencer.” Information is everywhere. Yet we remain wedded to an idea that knowledge is a “thing” you receive from one prof, in one class, as documented by your score on a final exam. We prize a mode of learning known as “sequestered problem solving” (focusing on students’ ability to solve problems unaided) even as we live in a world rife with information and roiled by deliberate, dangerous misinformation.

Three decades after the debut of Mosaic 1.0, most of us still teach as if the Internet does not exist, or as if it should be banned from our school rooms. Universities spend millions of dollars every year on questionable, invasive surveillance systems designed to “proctor” exams and “detect” plagiarism and cheating. For online exams during the COVID-19 crisis, many universities even bought expensive products such as Proctorio, Respondus, and other commercial systems that prohibit students from using their other devices to search for information and that even track students’ facial, body, or eye movements to “flag” potential cheaters. Yet, as architecture professor William Littman asks pointedly, “If the answer can, and will, be easily found using online sources, why are we asking these kinds of questions in the first place?” Shouldn’t we be asking exam questions that challenge students to use every kind of information available and then to evaluate and apply what they find wisely and well to the problem at hand?

All of these issues of equality and efficacy are part of the lesson plan laid out in The New Education. As we shall see, Charles Eliot wrote “The New Education,” his manifesto for educational reform, in 1869, in the wake of the Civil War and a series of financial catastrophes. He and his colleagues revolutionized American higher education in response to the social, economic, and technological urgencies of their day. We are now in a similar liminal moment, in the midst of crisis and on a cusp. Virtually every issue discussed in these pages has been amplified by the pandemic and extreme social divisiveness. Our historical moment requires us to envision similarly expansive transformations.

In a beautiful essay written in May 2020, looking back at the Columbia University course in African American literature she had moved online during the pandemic, the renowned literary scholar Farah Jasmine Griffin quoted from novelist Arundhati Roy’s essay “The Pandemic as Portal”: “Historically, pandemics have forced humans to break with the past and imagine their world anew. This one is no different. . . . We can choose to walk through it, dragging the carcasses of our prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our data banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies behind us. Or we can walk through lightly, with little luggage, ready to imagine another world. And ready to fight for it.”

In this spirit, Griffin asked her students to think about what they wanted to take with them as they passed through this portal:


1. What one book from class would you want to take with you?

2. What, if anything, from your old life do you want to leave behind?

3. What do you appreciate that you would like to take with you?

4. What change, if any, would you like to see, and commit to bring about, on the other side?



What do we want to take with us? What have we learned that we want to keep? What does it mean that we now know universities can change, that we can change? How does this new knowledge about ourselves, our students, and our institutions change the prospects for revolutionizing higher education and realizing the vision of equitable, effective learning set forth here? If we can turn everything we do upside down and inside out in a global pandemic, we can do this transformative, revolutionary thinking to address all the crises higher ed and our students face today.

In these pages, I hope you find inspiration to rethink the systems that keep higher education from being as relevant, urgent, and significant as it should be. I hope the inequality laid bare by the pandemic also helps all of us consider the high cost to society of our five decades of defunding higher education. Tuition costs have risen not simply out of whimsy or caprice. Only one or two states in the United States have even returned support for their universities to the pre-2008 (pre-crash) funding levels. When we pass those costs to students as tuition, we contribute to income and social inequality.

When faced with a pandemic, higher ed responded at a scale literally no one would have imagined possible. No one. If we could change in the face of a health crisis, we can change in the face of the educational crisis we now confront. How do we prepare students to think for themselves while working with others who contribute different insights, information, and perspective? How do we teach them to seek new kinds of solutions, to test those under the most exacting conditions? How do we give them the confidence to break new paths, for themselves and others, and to become leaders who lead wisely, fairly, and well? Learning how to learn means knowing how to sort and understand information, how to communicate with those who know both more and less than you. It means being able to analyze and critique as the beginning (not the end) of a process whose ultimate goal is designing and implementing something that works better than it did before.

I hope the pages that follow offer inspiration, models, guidance, and a lesson plan for change. The original edition of The New Education ends with two appendices. “Ten Tips for Getting the Most Out of Your College Experience” is designed for students. “Ten Tips for Transforming Any Classroom for Active, Student-Centered Learning” is designed for instructors. For this 2022 edition, I have added a third appendix: “Ten Tips for Transforming Your Institution.” This appendix is designed for higher education leaders, administrators, and faculty dedicated to institutional change—and for all of us (including students and parents) to think about together.

From constant, daily interaction with students, faculty, staff, and administrators since the original publication of The New Education, I know there’s a will to change, there’s an inspiration to change, there’s an imperative to change, and, perhaps most importantly, there’s experience that shows us, unmistakably, that we have what it takes to change.

We can do this. No one can stop us now.







INTRODUCTION

IN EVERY MYTH, THERE’S A DOORWAY, A PORTAL, A RIVER, A LADDER, a mountain, a pathway. There is a threshold and, if you are the hero, your journey requires you to cross over: you start on one side, and the challenge is to reach the other. There are obstacles—gorges, rapids, bandits, hunger, temptations, cowardice, despair. There are also guides along the way, some wise, some not. How can you tell? It’s tricky. As ancient maps portend: “Here be dragons.”

In modern life, the threshold that looms largest, defining almost all that follows, is the age of majority. One day you are the legal responsibility of a parent or a guardian, the next you are on your own, responsible for making your own way, treading the cliff’s edge.

When you are 17 years and 364 days old, your parents can tell you what to do. When you wake up the next morning, 18, they, legally, cannot.

You have crossed over. Before and after.

In individual and social terms, the consequences of that crossing are so vast that they are constantly debated. How old do you have to be to drink? To be tried and executed as an adult? To go to war? To vote? Sometimes it is eighteen, sometimes twenty-one, and there are arguments about which age is more just. Because it matters. And not only to you, the individual, but also to your society.

Your rite of passage represents all of the life-and-death issues that we grapple with together in democracies. We argue over when childhood ends, when adult responsibility begins, when the torch should be passed. Your journey is our journey, your future is ours. How you are prepared to join and perhaps lead a community, a generation, a world, matters to those who have gone before you and those who will come after. The consequences have weight and heft, the journey, peril and promise.

You are crossing from definition by others to self-definition, from dependence on others to legal independence. You are moving from control by others to self-control, from ideas shaped by others to your own ideas, from received opinions to your own ability to determine where you are going next, to discern, evaluate, make judgments, and then to act.

It is a pivotal moment. Existential. You are on your own. This is the stuff of mythology, from the Epic of Gilgamesh forward.

In America, we call it college.

I HAVE WITNESSED THIS TRANSFORMATION THOUSANDS OF TIMES over my long career as a college professor. It doesn’t happen for every student in the same way or at the same age, but it is apparent enough that you can drop an academic into any random classroom and we can tell immediately whether we are meeting first-year students or those who have been in college a year or more.

Parents witness the transformation, too. The child who goes off in September is not the adult who returns over Thanksgiving break. “Who is this?” many a parent has asked about the stranger knocking about their child’s old room. It’s not just their age that changes but their way of being in the world.

College makes this happen—and not only for the young. Depending on how you count, between 40 percent and 70 percent of current students are so-called nontraditional students. Like the eighteen- to twenty-two-year-olds who go away to college and live in dorms, these adult, commuter students are on a journey, making sacrifices of time, money, and attention to strive for a significant change in their lives. The lackadaisical high school graduate who has no idea what to do next, the sixty-two-year-old insurance executive taking night classes to fulfill a lifelong goal of earning a college degree, the student returning from a gap year to enter the flagship state university, the twenty-something Somalian refugee working multiple minimum-wage jobs while taking English as a second language at a community college, and the eighteen-year-old private school graduate with perfect SAT scores on her way to Stanford with an eye on a future career in Silicon Valley—like the rest of the nation’s college students—are all volunteers. They voluntarily choose to make college part of their journey toward an adulthood they can live as independently, responsibly, and with as much satisfaction as they are able to achieve.

This book is for all of them, the 21 million students in college today, and for all those students who are on their way to college, wondering whether it is worth it, trying to figure out how to gain the best education possible. It is also for recent graduates, the much-maligned Millennials who have been through college in the last fifteen years.

I believe they’ve been given a raw deal.

Why? Because the schooling they received was developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to train farmers and shopkeepers to be factory workers and office managers. At the height of the momentous changes to life, work, and society driven by industrialization and the accompanying urbanization, America’s elite Puritan colleges went through a massive redesign, shifting away from their founding mission to train ministers toward the selection, preparation, and credentialing of future leaders of new professions, new institutions, and new companies. Such prescriptive, disciplinary, and specialized training worked well for most of the twentieth century. But it makes a lot less sense for our postindustrial and post-Internet world, in which the boundaries between work and home are far less distinct, work itself is more precarious, wages are largely stagnant, automation is expanding and becoming more sophisticated, democratic institutions are failing, professions are disappearing, and the next shock to the economy is on the horizon, even if we can’t see it yet.

Our institutions of higher education are helping young people transform themselves, as they always have, helping them move from dependence to independence, from childhood to adulthood. College is good at that. Yet college is no longer good at equipping graduates to succeed in an ever more complex and bewildering world.

People who say “higher education hasn’t changed since Socrates’ Academy two thousand years ago” have it wrong. The modern American university is only about 150 years old. Basically, the infrastructure, curriculums, and assessment methods we have now were developed between 1860 and 1925. An ambitious cadre of educators led by Charles Eliot, the energetic and forward-thinking young president of Harvard in the late 1800s, redesigned the Puritan college for an unfolding age of industrialization and urbanization that required managers, not ministers.

Eliot and his peers from the nation’s most distinguished institutions set about modernizing the university in every way. To support a newly differentiated labor market, they defined academic disciplines, fortifying and separating departments and divisions, majors and minors. They regulated the curriculum down to the credit hour and segregated general education and the liberal arts from the new, specialized, high-prestige research enterprises of graduate schools and professional schools designed to certify the expertise of an emerging professional-managerial class. They founded ranking and accreditation organizations that systematized and enshrined their values. Even without a unified system of higher education, every institution was ranked (explicitly and implicitly) against others. Smaller liberal arts colleges and the proliferating public universities were judged according to benchmarks established by the most elite, well-funded institutions in the country.

Educators of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries also developed the educational measurements we use today. Grades, statistics, standard deviation, regression from the mean, bell curves, IQ tests, admissions exams, and timed and standardized multiple-choice tests were all new ways of assessing academic inputs and outputs, of distinguishing what kinds of intelligence, aptitude, and achievement counted and what kinds did not. The revolution in higher education was partly inspired by management theorists of the day who were gauging the productivity of factories smelting pig iron and assembly lines turning out Model Ts. In essence, all of these features of higher education add up to the university that exists today.

Yet it’s been a full generation since April 22, 1993, when a new world was born. That’s the day scientists at the National Center for Supercomputing Applications announced that the Mosaic 1.0 web browser was available to the public. There were fewer than twenty websites in existence at the time; by the end of the year, there were more than ten thousand, and Internet use that year alone increased by over 2,000 percent. Overnight, anyone with access to an Internet connection could communicate anything to anyone else in the world who had access to an Internet connection. This is an almost unimaginable extension of the human reach.

As was the age of industrialization, the Internet era has been marked by complex and far-reaching social, political, and economic changes wrought not by steam power and assembly-line mechanization but by digitization and algorithm-based global redistribution of ideas, capital, goods, labor, and services. Modern networked computing has changed everyday life and work, and these changes accelerate each year. Even our ideas about what it means to be human and social—a “self” and a “society”—fail to encompass the close ties of people who never physically meet, who can interact virtually—as friends, lovers, or trolls—and who may not even be who they say they are. Suddenly, we spend more time online than off, interacting in a world with no centralized publisher, no editor, no broadcaster controlling, filtering, or verifying content; all of our vast power to access and communicate anything at all is available without a pause or a retract button. Everyone has a platform. No professional-managerial class is in charge. No degree required.

This is not just new technology but a new way of being that has so fully transformed the world that it is hard to grasp how much we have changed. Yet, for our students, those born after 1993, there is no “before” and “after.” It’s difficult, cognitively, for them to even comprehend what came before this technological age. In Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates tries to explain to his fifteen-year-old son how it was to live, think, and learn before the Internet: “For all of your life, whenever you’ve had a question you have been able to type that question out on a keyboard, watch it appear in a rectangular space bordered by a corporate logo, and within seconds revel in the flood of potential answers. But I still remember when typewriters were useful, the dawn of the Commodore 64, and days when a song you loved would have its moment on the radio and then disappear into the nothing.… For a young man like me, the invention of the Internet was the invention of space travel.”

Space travel. The metaphor is evocative, and useful. There has been a before and after that most of my students today don’t comprehend, which also means they don’t fully grasp how unprepared the outmoded educational systems have left them in this world. Those of us who are old enough to recognize that we are living in new ways, as if on a new planet, must take responsibility and begin to think seriously about how to remake the university to equip students to thrive in this murky and often polluted new atmosphere that we now all breathe. In a world of such complexity—no human or collection of humans can begin to predict or parse the data our devices generate in a nanosecond—we’re still going to school the way we did in 1993, which is to say, pretty much as we did in 1893.

What would it mean to redesign higher education for the intellectual space travel students need to thrive in the world we live in now? What would it mean to reorient educational paradigms that, at present, overly standardize, test, diagnose (from disability to giftedness and all points in between), specialize, and discipline students in one-way-transmission models inspired by the hierarchy of the factory and the assembly line, not the interactive Internet? What would it take to really educate students who do not know how, a full generation ago, a new technology changed everything and yet who must contend with, be prepared for, and find a way to prosper among these vast changes?

That’s the challenge, as daunting as it seems. History is our friend here, because the difficulties we face in remaking higher education now are no greater than the ones Eliot and his peers faced little more than a century ago when they designed the modern US research university. They succeeded in an age as stressed and chaotic as our own. If they did it, why can’t we?

In 1869, Charles Eliot wrote “The New Education,” a stirring critique of existing forms of higher education in America and a manifesto for the higher education revolution he would go on to lead in his forty-year reign as president of Harvard. Published in two parts in The Atlantic Monthly, Eliot’s essay begins with the provocative question asked by a father pondering his child’s higher education: “What can I do with my boy?” The father says his son is not cut out for the careers the elite colleges prepared students for, namely, to be a “preacher or a learned man.” Eliot acknowledges those colleges had become obsolete. “Here is a real need and a serious problem,” he writes, before cataloguing the three kinds of education available and why they need to be revolutionized, top to bottom. He wrote this piece a few years after the Civil War and after a series of financial catastrophes had left the future in question. “The American people are fighting the wilderness, physical and moral, on the one hand, and on the other are struggling to work out the awful problem of self-government. For this fight they must be trained and armed.” He then describes, in considerable detail, his vision for revolutionizing the university to prepare students for careers while educating them deeply enough to assume important roles in a fragile democracy.

Eliot and his colleagues succeeded in realizing that vision. And today, we find ourselves at a similar tipping point. So dramatically has society changed since Eliot’s day, and especially in the last twenty years or so, that we need a “New Education” for our own time. Again we are confronting antiquated institutions that don’t prepare students for the world beyond the academy. Again there is desperate need for education in active participation in what Eliot calls enlightened self-government.

Just as Eliot and others wholly remade the Puritan college, so too do we need to redesign higher education systemically and systematically, from the classroom to the board of trustees, from the fundamentals of how we teach and learn to how we measure outcomes, select, credential, and accredit in this hyperconnected, precarious time. Students today need so-called soft skills, including strategies, methods, and tactics for successful communication and collaboration. These are necessary to navigate a world in flux, where they cannot count on continuing for any length of time in the job or even the field for which they were originally trained.

Students need new ways of integrating knowledge, including through reflection on why and what they are learning. They don’t need more “teaching to the test.” They need to be offered challenges that promote their success after graduation, when all the educational testing has stopped. This is an engaged form of student-centered pedagogy known as “active learning.” Students are encouraged to create new knowledge from the information around them and to use it to make a public, professional, or experiential contribution that has impact beyond the classroom. Students don’t just master what an expert sets out for them but, rather, learn how to become experts themselves. It’s a survival skill for the journey that is their lives.

Right now, our educational system focuses on tests and outputs, standards and institutional requirements. Redesigning higher education demands institutional restructuring, a revolution in every classroom, curriculum, and assessment system. It means refocusing away from the passive student to the whole person learning new ways of thinking through problems with no easy solutions. It shifts the goal of college from fulfilling course and graduation requirements to learning for success in the world after college. It means testing learning in serious and thoughtful ways, so that students take charge of what and how they know, how they collaborate, how they respond to feedback, and how they grow. It teaches them how to understand and lead productively in the changing world in which they live.

IT WILL NOT BE EASY TO TRANSFORM THE UNIVERSITY FROM THE inside. Many academics are traditionalists, and many institutions revere their traditions and are rewarded for them. They often reject innovation simply because it represents a departure from how things are done. Perhaps they too subscribe to the notion that higher education hasn’t changed since the time of Socrates and aren’t aware of how much of what they think of as traditional was devised for a very particular historical moment that no longer exists.

There are other challenges to higher education transformation that come from outside the academy. Two recent reform movements have promised to bring about sweeping change but in fact offer nothing of the sort. One is the educational technology movement, often championed by businesspeople and pundits who campaign for “modernizing” higher education and who advocate for the “end of college,” with professors and classrooms replaced by new forms of technology. Whether from a misguided sense of what constitutes the right preparation for a precarious job market, an inadequate understanding of what technology can and cannot do, or vested commercial interests in high-cost technologies, many supposed innovators ignore how learning actually happens. Dumping iPads into conventional classrooms without changing teaching or assessment methods and putting traditional lecture courses online and grading them by automated multiple-choice testing systems simply digitizes nineteenth-century assumptions about standardized learning, narrow specialization, and passive pedagogy. Yet too often we glibly praise these attempts as not only visionary but also necessary to disrupt the hidebound, tweedy university.

Efforts of a second group of reformers overlap with those of the first. These politicians and critics call for more “skills training” to make students “workforce ready.” They assume that humanities departments and programs such as women’s and gender studies are a waste of time and money. They typically argue that only skills in STEM—science, technology, engineering, and mathematics—lead to good jobs and economic growth. At the level of state and federal legislatures, they justify the radical defunding of public higher education on the grounds that we should be cutting away the “frills” outside of narrow job training. This is a disaster for youth in the new economy. Specific skills-defined jobs are doomed to obsolescence fast, through outsourcing and automation. IBM is convinced use of its robots, driven by artificial general intelligence, will eliminate whole swaths of middle-class employment in the next two decades, especially in the STEM sector. Anyone who claims to know which specific skills will protect students in the future is misinformed.

Some reformers have good intentions. Others are motivated by greed or ideology or both. Whatever their motives, their diagnosis that college is out-of-date is partially correct, but their prescriptions fail.

THESE REFORM MOVEMENTS STEM, ONE WAY OR ANOTHER, FROM A deeper problem: we’re living at a moment of low support for higher education, even as the need and the demand for college are higher than ever. The loss of faith in higher education as a public good deforms everything associated with it today. We know from numerous studies that the expansion of college beyond educating the elites has provided a pathway to the middle class and has been crucial to democracy. That was the finding of the Truman Commission during the early implementation of the GI Bill (the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944) in the wake of World War II. The Golden Age of American higher education spanned roughly from the GI Bill to the Great Society under President Lyndon Baines Johnson. In President Johnson’s terms, the passage of the Higher Education Act of 1965 increased higher education funding, in particular, financial aid. When Ronald Reagan became governor of California, through the time when he was president of the United States, support for higher education turned in the opposite direction, with cutting of per capita funding. This downward trajectory has continued to the present.

Today, conservative forces, from the Tea Party to the US Department of Education under the Trump administration, wage the assault on higher education at the state and federal levels. In most states, the extreme cutbacks in higher education that resulted from the financial crisis of 2008 have not been reversed, even in states where other social goods and services have been returned to their pre-2008 levels. The war on higher education in some states has had devastating effects on students’ lives and student debt. It has resulted in higher tuition, fewer course options and advising services, and exploited faculty. At universities, now nearly half of all courses are taught by adjunct, part-time laborers, some of whom effectively make less than the minimum wage.

This is terrible for students, for faculty, and for institutional change. The cuts in higher education that have damaged our public universities over the last decades make many faculty suspicious of change. With reason. In some states—notably, North Carolina and Iowa—governors or regents have intruded into faculty and administrative governance at the highest levels, replacing good leaders with political and ideological insiders and justifying the changes as part of “modernizing” strategies.

In the last decade, it has become fashionable to say higher education would be more efficient and modern if it were run as a business, treating students as “customers.” This notion could not be more wrongheaded—wrong as a business model and wrong as a mission. It turns the massive investment we must make in the next generation’s future into a cash cow for the handful of people producing whatever can be sold to educational institutions. The goal of helping young people transform themselves into adults who can thrive in tough times is subverted, turned into someone else’s financial opportunity. A deep conflict of interest turns educational institutions into intermediaries in an operation whose primary goal is to report financial growth to shareholders while secondarily selling services and goods to students. Learning doesn’t seem part of the business plan.

Traditional-age college students who were born after the invention of the Internet have spent their entire lives in an ecology of a disappearing, disrupted, distributed, disturbed, and disturbing economy. They have watched entire industries and professions change, shrink, or disappear: the music business, journalism, banking, law practice, entertainment, retail, college teaching. For the Uber generation, which has been called “Generation Flux,” the new normal is contingent, on-demand, part-time labor. Many students expect to have jobs with no benefits, no insurance, no assurances, to pay expenses out of pocket, to have no promise of advancement or futurity. They see this diminished form of work in the adjunct professors they encounter: students are guided through their college journey by professors who have no job security; likely, neither will the students when they graduate.

MY STUDENTS WHO COME FROM THE MOST PRECARIOUS PERSONAL backgrounds have had and lost jobs and have witnessed their parents find and lose jobs. As they make their way through college, they want something more: a career, a vocation, a life path, a way to contribute, a way to make themselves and their families proud and their communities strong. They don’t just want a skill for a changing world. They want to be changemakers. They don’t just want to understand technology. They want to design technologies that serve society. That’s what I want, too, from the future generation that will be leading the world even as their parents and grandparents prepare to retire from it.

At Duke University, where I spent most of my career as both a faculty member and an administrator charged with innovation, and now at the City University of New York, which I joined in July 2014 to create and direct the Futures Initiative, I have encountered thousands of students who are engaged, aware of the problems they have inherited, and determined to gain the skills necessary to address serious social ills. Pundits are just plain wrong about this Millennial generation. Google hasn’t made them stupid; their iPhones don’t make them lonely; college hasn’t made them dumb and passive. They want to learn enough about the world to lead it. They want to do a better job addressing major world problems than their elders, frankly, have done.

Do they want jobs? Of course. But they don’t want only jobs. They are too realistic to believe training for a job guarantees they’ll get one. They are too idealistic to settle for an entry-level job when there is a chance they can build a pathway to a meaningful career. How can they accomplish their goals? How can we train them to succeed in a world that changes so fast that no one can predict what will happen next?

The college education we need today must prepare our students for their epic journey, the mountain and the cliff’s edge. It should give them agency, arm them to take on a difficult world, to push back and not merely adapt to it.

If that sounds like a formidable challenge, there’s good news ahead. On almost every college and university campus right now, smart educators—sometimes a handful of visionaries, sometimes a substantial cohort—are working on new models for higher education. This is happening at community colleges, liberal arts colleges, regional public universities, and massive state universities. If you are a parent or a prospective student, it’s important to consider these institutions. One might be a better match for your child’s or your goals than a more expensive, high-prestige university. In our most exclusive educational enclaves, too, innovative faculty members and programs are trying to make change. We don’t often hear about them, but they are there. The New Education is also for them, with the hope that the models explored here will inspire others to strike out on their own way forward. To revolutionize the university, we don’t just need a model. We need a movement.

On an institutional level, this movement seeks to redesign the university beyond the inherited disciplines, departments, and silos by redefining the traditional boundaries of knowledge and providing an array of intellectual forums, experiences, programs, and projects that push students to use a variety of methods to discover comprehensive and original answers. What shapes belief ? How do we change minds? Typically, bold and relevant programs already exist at our institutions. Often they are interdisciplinary programs, with uncertain funding and no faculty hiring power, and yet they are better suited to solving the problems students will face in the real world. They cover the range of complex
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“The New Education is an inspiring, well-researched, and compellingly written manifesto for a revolution in learning and teaching. It is a book for everyone who wants to understand why and how universities need to be reimagined for the twenty-first century—those who have been ‘educated’ and those who aspire to be. It is the most important book I have read in many years.”

—Tony Wagner, Harvard University i-lab expert in residence and author of The Global Achievement Gap

“Davidson is one of the most thoughtful voices from within academia calling for a more student-centered university. The New Education is a welcome collection of stories detailing how professors, administrators, and students are designing paths through higher education that are relevant to our changing culture and society. At her best, Davidson writes in the tradition of Du Bois and Dewey, a pragmatist tradition that puts inquiry first and sees learning through the potential of the full, complex human beings students can become.”

—Washington Post

“Davidson argues persuasively that student-centered, active learning can transform classrooms and even online courses. [Her] enthusiasm and her examples should inspire creativity from a lot more college teachers.”

—New York Times Book Review

“An engaging, anecdotal, wide-ranging look at educational innovation. A persuasive plea for creative learning.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“The fact that Davidson is able to bridge her narrative on the history and future of higher education across a popular and academic audience is a testimony to her skills as a scholar, an educator, and a writer. Davidson knows her stuff, has something to say, and has clearly worked very hard in crafting a book that should be discussed by everyone who cares about higher education. Powerfully argued, beautifully written, and doggedly grounded in research and examples.”

—Technology & Learning, Inside Higher Education

“The New Education compels us to equip our students with creative new tactics for navigating the volatile present. Grounded in a deep understanding of both historical and current crises in education, Davidson challenges us to reinvigorate and reconsider our approach to reform.”

—Danah Boyd, author of It’s Complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens

“The New Education takes a good hard look at the old education, and finds it sorely wanting. Are colleges and universities failing an entire generation of young people? Yes, argues Cathy N. Davidson, a renowned literary scholar and a leader in higher education reform. This is an important and illuminating book whose argument is driven by a deep knowledge of the past and an even deeper commitment to the future.”

—Jill Lepore, David Woods Kemper ’42 Professor of American History, Harvard University

“The New Education offers valuable reflections on ways educators can reexamine approaches to preparing young women and men for a rapidly evolving modern world. Grounded in decades of classroom experience and scholarly inquiry, Cathy N. Davidson makes a compelling case for educators to interrogate traditional structures in higher education, and help students seek, in her words, ‘a sustained and productive life.’”

—John J. DeGioia, president, Georgetown University

“Cathy N. Davidson offers us an inspiring and lucid explanation of how we got the educational system we have and how to build the one our students and our country needs and deserves. A must-read for those interested in higher education.”

—Diana Taylor, president, Modern Language Association, and university professor, New York University

“A visionary book.”

—Critical Inquiry
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