
    
      
        [image: Cover Page for PLACEHOLDER]

      

    
  
    
      The Real World of College


    
  
    
      The Real World of College

      What Higher Education Is and What It Can Be

      Wendy Fischman and Howard Gardner

      The MIT Press

      Cambridge, Massachusetts

      London, England


    
  
    

      © 2022 Wendy Fischman and Howard Gardner

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any electronic or mechanical means (including photocopying, recording, or information storage and retrieval) without permission in writing from the publisher.

      The MIT Press would like to thank the anonymous peer reviewers who provided comments on drafts of this book. The generous work of academic experts is essential for establishing the authority and quality of our publications. We acknowledge with gratitude the contributions of these otherwise uncredited readers.

      This book was set in Scala and ScalaSans by New Best-set Typesetters Ltd.

      Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

      Names: Fischman, Wendy, 1971– author. | Gardner, Howard, 1943– author.

      Title: The real world of college : what higher education is and what it can be / Wendy Fischman and Howard Gardner.

      Description: Cambridge, Massachusetts ; London, England : The MIT Press, [2022] | Includes bibliographical references.

      Identifiers: LCCN 2021014609 | ISBN 9780262046534 (Hardcover)

      Subjects: LCSH: Education, Humanistic—United States—Case studies. | Educational change. | Alienation (Social psychology) | College students—Mental health—United States. | College students—Psychology.

      Classification: LCC LC1011 .F475 2022 | DDC 378.1/980973—dc23

      LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021014609

      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    
  d_r0

    

      May young people everywhere have the kind of education that we were fortunate to have received.

    
  
    
      
        Contents

      
      Introduction

      Part I What We Did, Why We Did It, and How We Did It

      1 The “What” Question: A Campus Visit

      2 The “Why” Question: Background and Context for Our Study

      3 The “How” Question: Our Methods

      Part II The Individual Learner

      4 Higher Education Capital: What College Should Achieve

      5 Mental Models of the College Experience: Learnings, Earnings, and Yearnings

      Part III The Campus Culture

      6 A Pervasive Finding: Mental Health Issues

      7 On Belonging and Alienation

      Part IV What’s to Be Done

      8 Stepping Back and Looking Ahead: From Is to Ought

      9 Feedback to Colleges

      10 Messages to Various Constituencies

      Epilogue: The Authors Reflect

      Acknowledgments

      Appendix A: List of Schools and School Features

      Appendix B: Sample Questionnaire

      Appendix C: Aligned Programs for the 21st Century

      Notes

      Box Sources

      Index

    
  
    
      
        Introduction

      
      Books about higher education in the United States appear almost daily. Typically, they focus only on a single sector or specific issue; and all too often, their claims—whether celebratory or damning—are not supported sufficiently by relevant data.

      In this book, we report on a study of nonvocational higher education in the United States that may be unparalleled in its ambition and scope. Along with our research team, we spent five years visiting ten disparate campuses, carrying out over two thousand intensive, semi-structured interviews. On each campus we interviewed approximately fifty incoming students and fifty graduating students, and smaller numbers of faculty, senior administrators, trustees, young alums, parents, and job recruiters. These interviews—which typically lasted an hour or more—covered a wide swathe of the undergraduate college experience. The campuses we visited range from highly selective private schools to less selective public institutions; they differ in terms of region, demography, and declared missions. We spent the subsequent two years carrying out quantitative and qualitative data analyses on these interviews; identifying the principal findings and themes; and then (and only then) arriving at recommendations for the entire sector. We’ve written over fifty blogs, given dozens of public presentations, and published several articles in scholarly and wide-circulation publications. Now, in this book, we have the opportunity to detail our findings, conclusions, and recommendations.

      We ourselves benefited from a broad higher education and we have been associated with individuals and with institutions that share a belief in the value (and the values) of this form of education. This approach has been described by various phrases: “liberal arts,”* “liberal arts and sciences,” “general education,” and “core curriculum.” It typically requires students to select courses from the arts and humanities, social sciences, and the natural or physical sciences; and it may well mandate a course in writing, mathematics, or coding. Training for specific jobs is not featured and may even be discouraged. Or to put it positively, in the spirit of this book, such a broad education constitutes the best possible preparation for a wide range of positions and opportunities in the society of the future.

      We had hoped (and indeed had assumed) that—while under some threat and some criticism—an appreciation of this capacious conception of higher education would nonetheless be widely shared. But in fact, while there remains much to admire in US higher education, we have concluded—on the basis of our comprehensive study—that the sector has lost its way and stands in considerable peril. And this conclusion was reached well before the COVID-19 pandemic, which has proved disruptive for all institutions of higher learning, in this country and abroad, most especially for the less affluent ones.

      We did not anticipate many of our findings and conclusions; we suspect that many of them will likewise come as a surprise to our readers. To begin with, more than a thousand students across disparate campuses turn out to be more similar than different; indeed, they generally use the same vocabulary and discuss the same themes, often in similar ways. Contrary to what one gathers from the press and from certain alarmist books, students are not preoccupied with political correctness, free speech issues, or the cost of college. (To be sure, we know of other studies in the last few years that suggest greater sensitivity with respect to such issues; we don’t know whether this is a temporary or long-lasting phenomenon.)† Instead, we find that students are worried about their GPAs and resumes. Indeed, well before the onset of the pandemic, the biggest issues with which students struggle have been mental health challenges. Notable as well is the widespread feeling on the part of many students that they (and others) don’t belong—far too many students feel alienated from peers, the academic agenda, and/or the ethos of the institution as a whole. While those adults who are “off campus”—parents, trustees, alums—acknowledge these problems, they, like a great many students, are preoccupied with issues of jobs and/or institutional reputation. In contrast, faculty and administrators—those presumably in contact with students on a daily basis—have significantly different and more aspirational ideas about the purpose(s) of college.

      As we sought to understand the perspective of students and the other constituencies whom we interviewed, we developed a number of concepts that we believe are useful.

      First, we introduce four ways of thinking about the experience of attending college: inertial, transactional, exploratory, and transformational. Fortunately, few of the individuals with whom we spoke saw college inertially—only as the “next step” after high school. But less happily, far too many students have a transactional view of college, and in that stance, they are customarily joined by parents, alums, and trustees. Interest in breadth of learning, having new educational experiences, and thinking of oneself and the world in new ways is limited, and is not the purpose for which most people go to college.

      We also introduce a measure of the kind of analytic, synthesizing, and communication skills that we believe college should inculcate in all students. Terming it Higher Education Capital (HEDCAP, for short), we conceive of it as the ability to attend, analyze, reflect, connect, and communicate on issues of interest and importance. We analyze the factors that contribute to development of high HEDCAP, or, less happily, maintain low HEDCAP. While on the whole, more graduating students have higher HEDCAP than first-year students, in many cases the academic benefits of a college education prove difficult to demonstrate. This state of affairs should concern all who care about the strength of a sector that—so crucial to the thriving of any contemporary society—is under considerable strain.

      While we focused on this view of higher education and its presumed benefits (beyond the degree itself), we also determined that students face major barriers to an effective education. Issues of mental health loom large on every campus and with every constituency—and, as noted, this was true well before the stressful period ushered in by COVID-19. Even over the course of our study, large swathes of students reported that they (and often their classmates) felt that they did not belong: many students feel alienated from their studies, from their peers, and from the institutions in which they are matriculating. Clearly, the challenges of mental health and alienation require attention and redressing.

      Throughout our discussion, we illustrate and summarize what we have learned and what we think it means. As noted, certain findings stand out. And yet, it’s important to indicate that findings never speak directly to what they mean. As one example, we find that about one-third of students report one or another form of alienation from their collegiate experience. One could either celebrate this finding (two-thirds don’t signal alienation, therefore we should celebrate); or one could point out that this means at least one million current college students are alienated—and perhaps those who are most alienated chose not to participate or did not even know about our study. As another example, we find that nearly half of US college students have an essentially transactional view of college. But that finding in itself does not reveal whether such a view is appropriate, troubling, or neutral; how it differs across different kinds of campuses; and, importantly, whether and in what ways it shifts from the first year of college to the later years. As yet one more example, we often find that students’ views are better aligned with the views of off-campus than those of on-campus adults (faculty or staff); but whether this is expected or surprising, and what one should do about this misalignment, does not emerge directly from our data.

      Given such puzzling and intriguing findings, we offer two major recommendations. To put it sharply, except for faculty and administrators, the academic goals and means of college are not salient for most students, nor for the other stakeholders we interviewed. To put it extra sharply, we suggest that most participants have “missed the point” of nonvocational higher education. Of course, this finding raises the vital question of why we need higher education at all—and given our own interest in a broad, general education—why offer any higher education that is not strictly vocational?

      Our regretful conclusion: Many, perhaps most, US colleges have lost—or lost sight of—their principal reason for being. By virtue of the many activities available on campus, multiple motivations for attending college, often unhelpful expectations generated in secondary school, and the myriad of mixed messages on traditional media and social media, colleges are overwhelmed by mission sprawl. The understandable proclivity to create additional programs and additional administrative roles leaves students confused and unable to take advantage of what should be the chief focus—indeed, the raison d’être—of college. And, alas, as our investigation of various constituencies confirms, this confusion is not restricted to students.

      On the basis of our study, we recommend a reframing, a reconfirmation of college today. From the day of admission, if not before, unless they are attending an explicitly vocational institution, students need to be introduced and guided toward the primary academic goals of their campus; and, equally, they need to be encouraged to draw on the academic resources—faculty, library, museums, research labs, writing centers—on their campus. All too often, such key introductory experiences (e.g., college tours, sketched in our opening chapter) serve mainly to foreground— if they are not limited to—dormitories, food, clubs, sports, and other pointedly nonacademic features. From the start, the campus needs to onboard the students—helping students to understand and belong to an entire community of learners, dealing with their health issues as much and as soon as possible, and supporting them throughout. Otherwise, the academic agenda cannot even be reasonably pursued.

      We recommend a swift end to projectitis, the seemingly endless proliferation of offices, positions, and centers that bewilder students, when they are even noticed.‡ Instead, guided by determined leadership, undergraduate campuses need a laser-like focus on the academic mission of higher education. At most, a school should have one other focus that is not exclusively academic. And if the school determines that it wishes to feature such an emphasis—say, a civic, ethical, religious, or vocational orientation—that emphasis needs to be carefully intertwined with the central academic mission. For example, if a school wants its students to carry out public service, those enrolled should be given the necessary scholarly background and orientation—historical, political, economic, social, and quantitative concepts and skills; only then is it likely that they will be able to carry out such service in a knowledgeable and effective way. Absent such grounding, such public service may well be a diversionary experience, one that may even prove counterproductive for both the student and the public that is allegedly being served. Similarly, if part of a school’s mission is to foster substantive contact and conversations with individuals from diverse backgrounds and interests, these opportunities should be featured in classroom work and assignments—not sidelined to incidental encounters elsewhere.

      To anticipate the question that is doubtless on the mind of many readers: How is the picture we obtained and the recommendations we suggest affected by the recent pandemic? Of course, we cannot know for sure how the picture presented here might have differed had we carried out the study half a decade later. But we can assert our strong conviction: a major world trauma should motivate every institution, every profession, every sector, indeed every entity, to reexamine its fundamental reason for being and to consider how best to sustain that central mission, those core values, in light of inevitable (and sometimes needed or even desirable) changes. Further, we believe that recent events—political as well as pandemic related—strengthen our case: it is imperative to place academic values and approaches at the center of the college experience.

      We conclude that if higher education in the United States is to be successful in the twenty-first century, it needs to be sharply reframed. Pervasive issues of mental health and belonging must be addressed; extensive onboarding is needed with respect to the centrality of the academic educational agenda; any goal that is not strictly tied to learning needs either to be excised or to be clearly intertwined with the academic agenda.

      In what follows, we invite you to join our research team.

      In Part I, we detail what we did in our study. In chapter 1, we ask you to accompany us on a typical visit to a college—the college is hypothetical, but the experiences are all too real. In chapter 2, we present the background of our research: the earlier work that led to the rationale for the current study as well as the methods and concepts that guided our work. Then, in chapter 3, we describe our research methods in some detail and indicate where the reader can find additional technical information.

      This background information should help the reader make sense of our findings and help our recommendations come alive. But those eager to learn about our findings can proceed directly to Parts II and III; and those hungry for our recommendations can skip to Part IV, the concluding portion of the book.

      In Parts II and III, we adopt the roles of cultural anthropologists, presenting our observations and findings in detail. Chapters 4 and 5 detail our major findings about how students think about college (introducing the four mental models); and whether, as a result of their college experiences, students develop the habits of thought and mind that we would hope to cultivate in young adults (our measure of Higher Education Capital).

      In Part III, we present two formidable barriers to an effective education: chapter 6 details the pervasive mental health issues that arise on every campus; chapter 7 documents the failure of many students to secure and exhibit a sense of belonging. The academic goals of college would be far easier and more straightforward to achieve if students felt healthy in mind as well as part of a community; but in the absence of these desirable starting points, we need to do all we can to ensure a healthy mind and spirit.

      At the start of Part IV in chapter 8, we offer a synthesis of those concepts that have proved most important for our understanding of the sector. Thereafter, we shift roles. In place of observing and analyzing (in the manner of social scientists), we offer our recommendations and prescriptions (in the manner of clinicians).

      We do so in two ways: in chapter 9, we give presentations of four “ideal type” colleges, each illustrating different challenges and thus benefiting from different interventions; in chapter 10, we craft specific messages to the various stakeholders, who have kindly shared with us their thoughts, anxieties, and aspirations. In both cases, we keep in mind the often different goals and orientations of the various stakeholders and suggest ways of bridging those misalignments.

      In the epilogue, we present our own personal reflections, as well as our aspirations for the sector that has provided so much value to us and our families, and to so many persons for so long a period of time.

      
		Notes

        
          *	For many readers, this form of education will immediately evoke the descriptors “liberal arts” or “liberal arts or sciences.” However, as we explain in box 3.2 (in chapter 3), this phrase is widely misunderstood; so we do not use it in reporting on our study.

        

        
          †	For examples, see Jonathan Rauch, The Constitution of Knowledge: A Defense of Truth (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2021).

        

        
          ‡	We are referring primarily to the various offices that attempt to address student issues—not to research centers, an important part of undergraduate as well as graduate and professional education.
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        The “What” Question: A Campus Visit

      
      Preparing for our first visit to yet another college, we meet at Boston’s Logan Airport for an early morning flight. Howard, already at the gate, is reading a pile of student papers. As Wendy walks over, she runs through a mental checklist of interview essentials that should be in her carry-on bag: two recording devices, biographies for each interview participant, laptop for interview notes, several copies of interview questionnaires, consent forms, campus map, and a package of extra batteries for the recorders. It looks to be a busy week ahead at Greenly College (our literary invention, but the scenario draws on experiences that we had repeatedly in the course of our study). We are navigating our first visit, during which we expect to carry out approximately thirty interviews.

      Having received approval from the school’s president several months ago to carry out our study, we have already taken care of various logistics of travel and scheduled numerous interview appointments. During this initial trip, we will focus on interviews with faculty and administrators, along with some students sprinkled throughout our crowded schedule. Months ago, we scoured the school’s website pages for information about each department, reading descriptions of faculty and administrators in order to identify individuals whom we hoped to interview.

      In letters to these select individuals, we requested an hour of their time to solicit their views on the “college experience,” including queries about curriculum, pedagogy, and campus life. As we put it, “We hope that your views will help us to provide valuable suggestions for how best to provide a quality education in the twenty-first century.” In the case of Greenly, we sent over fifty email queries in the hopes of securing four full days of interviews. We sent gentle reminders if we did not hear back regarding the first invitation, but we did not continue correspondence after this second attempt. We are persistent, but also respectful of people’s time.

      As we received positive responses, we carefully curated the agenda. It was important to secure a representative sample from the school—faculty representing as many different departments as possible; and administrators focused on academic matters, as well as those focused on other facets of campus life. Having reached out to more than fifty individuals, we were able to schedule thirty of them, a manageable number of interviews for our first trip.

      For their part, the students we plan to interview responded to an advertisement placed in the campus newspaper—promising a $50 gift card to either Amazon or DonorsChoose for those willing to share their perspectives. (As a token of appreciation, faculty and administrators received books.) Hoping to recruit additional students for a later time, Wendy also brought along some fliers that we were permitted to post around campus.

      Other than the information on the web, we know little about the texture of the school. After consulting informants, we selected Greenly because of its size, location, and mission, as well as some intriguing academic and student life features. We carefully examined the mission statement of the school to understand important features of the school—or at least the features that the institution has chosen to emphasize. We were especially struck by two components. First, the school highlights its lengthy history as a leading institution of higher learning. Second, the school underscores its openness to students of “diverse” backgrounds and its goal of developing an “inclusive” and “healthy” community.

      Before beginning our week on campus, we could easily generate some hypotheses about what we would find—rates of participation, language used, issues raised, and the like. But as social scientists, we know how important it is to approach our research in as disinterested a manner as possible—avoiding preconceived notions of what we might find. We strive to visit the campus with open minds—eager to listen as carefully as we can to the beliefs, desires, and needs of all whom we encounter.

      
        Day 1: Getting to Know the Campus

        Having avoided the traveling researchers’ peril—flight cancelations or delays—we arrive midday at Greenly College. Because our interviews don’t begin until tomorrow, Wendy decides to attend an information session and take a college tour. Howard plans to go to the bookstore, the library, and the campus center, on the lookout for sites, events, postings, and human interactions that might inform our research.

        Two remaining members of our team arrive mid-afternoon. As has become our custom, we gather before dinner to share initial impressions and prepare for the next day’s interviews. Wendy reports that the tour was given by a graduating student, majoring in economics, which he claimed is the most popular major, alongside biology, political science, and psychology. The student guide first walked the group by the “most famous” dining hall on campus (where students can purchase an unlimited meal plan), the comfortable theater, and the new, state-of-the-art athletic center, complete with an Olympic-size swimming pool, basketball and squash courts, and an indoor track. Rugby and frisbee are the most popular clubs on campus. After traipsing through a residence hall and describing Greek life on campus, the guide pointed out the recently renovated science quad. He explained that as part of the “general education program” at Greenly, every student must fulfill certain requirements, like natural science courses and quantitative courses, most of which are “easy to complete.” More than half of the students study abroad. The tour guide mentioned a wellness center but did not show it to the group.

        A separate information session was facilitated by an admissions staff member and another graduating student, majoring in biology. The audience consisted mostly of parents and prospective students, with a few siblings. Most of the session focused on campus life—especially, the variety of clubs available for students (nearly three-quarters of the students participate in at least one club); access to current and classic movies shown in the new campus auditorium; and the campus center café open around the clock. The facilitators also mentioned several off-campus opportunities available to students—volunteer activities, internship programs, travel abroad, and laboratory initiatives on the school’s private island, as well as day-long or weekend-long hiking and canoeing trips for members of the outing club.

        As for services on campus, facilitators highlighted the fully staffed advising and tutoring centers, career center workshops, and dining hall options. Toward the end of the session, the speakers underscored the importance of “student well-being”—and described a recently expanded mental health center, a nutrition office, the wide range of clubs (“more than one can count”), and the centrally located Office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, which had just appointed a new dean as well as a new associate dean.

        Throughout the session, admissions facilitators repeated the words “inclusive” and “community service,” which, they reminded us, “reflect the institutional priorities” of the school.

        Asked about his stroll across campus, Howard offers a few comments. Whereas other campuses had not had newspapers available, Greenly College gives away free copies of the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal. But even on a Monday, as students bustled around campus, the piles of papers outside of the library and the bookstore remained high. In the library, groups of students were seated together, working on problem sets and—as he overheard—helping each other prepare for an upcoming exam. The bookstore housed and displayed more literary fiction than bookstores on most other campuses. Outside the store, students gathered to pick up a shuttle—in splendid isolation, each glued to their phones.

        Howard also shares another observation: the plethora of new buildings on campus, bearing the names of the school’s wealthiest alums. Wendy notes that she heard detailed information about several new initiatives (and recently hired administrative staff) focused on student well-being—recalling the school’s mission statement, which focuses on inclusivity and well-being. A member of our team asks, “What’s the evidence that Greenly equally values scholarship, also claimed in the mission of the school?” And the other member follows up: “How much of the information session and the tour was focused on academics? Did any parents focus specific questions on the curriculum, or only on student services?”

        With this background, researchers are ready for the first set of interviews.

      
      
        Day 2: First Set of Interviews

        At an early breakfast, the team gathers again to discuss the schedule for the day. There are ten scheduled interviews: five with faculty members (two in the sciences, three in social sciences and humanities); three with senior administrators (the assistant head of athletics, director of admissions, and a student life administrator in charge of Greek life); and two students—one involved in student government and the other on the soccer team. Two members of our team participate in each interview—one researcher primarily to pose questions from the interview protocol, the other to take notes, keep track of important questions to ask, note the time remaining, and monitor the digital recorders (two—one as backup). Pairs of interviewers change throughout the day so that we all have an opportunity to experience each other as interviewers, and to share the roles of interviewer and note taker.

        In the early evening, after several unplanned encounters throughout the day, we congregate in a conference room at the hotel—thereby ensuring that no one can eavesdrop (happily, all ten of our scheduled interviews worked out—otherwise we would have had to do some quick reshuffling of our plans). We begin at once to talk about the apparent prevalence of mental health topics in our disparate interviews. One by one, each of us reports that across interviews, most participants rank “mental health issues” as the most important problem on campus (relative to other problems such as alcohol and substance abuse, academic dishonesty, safety issues, and relationships with peers). One member of the team recounts seeing several students chatting casually outside the wellness center yesterday. We are curious whether on this campus, as compared to some others, mental health issues might be destigmatized.

        As our conversation continues, Wendy remarks that the word “stress” came up a lot with the two students she interviewed (see box 4.1).* In response to the question: “What, if anything, keeps you up at night?” one student said: “I definitely have trouble sleeping when I have an exam the next day or something like that . . . I get super stressed out about . . . stuff that has a heavy weight on my grade . . . I have not been sleeping well this week . . . It’s just a lot of stress about getting it all done.”

        Howard chimes in: the first faculty member he interviewed—a political scientist who has been teaching at this school for nearly thirty years—brought up the lack of sleep among students as a major concern. This professor claims that students here “vastly underrate” the importance of sleep in terms of being able to “think about material, and to be able to read carefully, to make it to class, and get the most out of class.” In fact, when asked for three pieces of advice that he’d offer to a hypothetical incoming student, “adequate sleep” headed the list.

        The team arrives at an insight: whether talking about sleepless nights, or overall stress and anxiety—not a single participant mentioned finances or the cost of higher education. This surprises us. We speculate that we might hear more on these topics from parents or trustees when we ask them the same questions, in the coming months. Or perhaps we would have heard more in the period immediately following the financial crash of 2007–2008.

      
      
        The Rest of the Week: Smooth Sailing

        Each day follows the same general structure. Supplementing the digital recordings, researchers prepare detailed notes about each interview; write personalized thank you notes to each participant; scan online biographies of the next day’s participants (when available); and confirm locations of faculty offices on the campus map for the next day’s interviews (no time to get lost!). Team members also explore different spaces on campus—sitting in the library, working out in the gym, and trying out almost every coffee shop on campus. These experiences help us to understand the campus culture and give us the opportunity to listen inconspicuously to conversations among those on campus—about which courses to choose next semester, the perils of parking, and how to juggle hefty reading assignments with heavy work or athletic responsibilities.

        By the end of the week, we have accumulated eight digital recorders full of thirty interviews, approximately sixty pages of notes, and folders of forms to file when we get back to the office, including consent forms and book selections. Importantly, we also have secured far more knowledge about this campus—everything from where to get the tastiest sandwich, to policies governing promotion and tenure, to the biggest struggles reported by students. Of course, these are just our initial impressions. They will be nuanced and perhaps revised in light of our three or four subsequent visits to campus, our interviews of other constituencies, and in-depth coding at a future point in our study.

        We are left with many more questions than we had on our official interview questionnaire. We wonder which of our impressions are transitory or idiosyncratic, and which will be reinforced by other visits to this or other campuses. In our minds, we have begun to compare Greenly College to its peer schools in our study, as well as contextualize what we have heard and observed here with respect to what we have learned from publications and postings on higher education.

        Over the course of five years of data collection, we and the hard-working members of our team will have spent forty weeks working across campuses just like this. It’s a good thing we’ve taken lots of notes!

        
		Note

          
            *	All box numbers are yoked to the chapter in which they appear.

          

        

      
    
  
    
      
        2

        The “Why” Question: Background and Context for Our Study

      
      At the time of writing this book (2021), we have spent many years working on this study: five years visiting ten different campuses and interviewing more than two thousand individuals, and more than two years analyzing the interviews and our observations. To our knowledge, in recent years, no other study of American higher education with this size and scope has been conducted. And, while both of us have conducted research in education for many years, this is our first time focusing on higher education. You might well wonder: why, nearly a decade ago (during the first term of Barack Obama’s presidency), did we undertake this ambitious, wide-ranging study, and why did we proceed the way we did?

      There was a method to our madness.

      Even though we strove to be objective and to avoid any preconceived notion, of course, no research project springs up in an instant—like Athena from the head of Zeus. We (Wendy and Howard) are psychologically trained social scientists who, since 1995, have worked together at Project Zero, a research consortium at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. For the first full decade, we worked side-by-side on an ambitious research project called the “Good Project” (for details, see box 2.1). The current study emerged in large measure from the findings and surprises of that project.

      As part of the Good Project, Wendy led a study of how adolescents and young adults thought about work generally, as well as the particular professional niches to which they aspired. Wendy and colleagues confirmed that those young participants—aspiring or budding professionals—knew and admired “good work”—a sense of responsibility with respect to the kind of work carried out, and to the individuals being served by that work. Yet at the same time—indeed repeatedly—young people admitted to ethical misconduct: not checking sources before turning in a story, lying about research methods in scientific reports, or engaging in work that violated personal standards; for example, taking a lead role in a theater production that promoted racial stereotypes that they otherwise deplored.1

      Surprisingly, students displayed little to no embarrassment or shame in sharing these values and beliefs; they felt justified, validated. They never asked us to turn off the recording devices, nor did they request that their testimony remain confidential. Repeatedly, young people told us that they had worked too hard to be on the cusp of success, and accordingly it would not be “fair” if others got ahead of them. For these young professionals, “good work” was an aspiration for later in life—for what commentator David Brooks has dubbed “the second mountain.”2

      
        
          Box 2.1

          The Good Project and the Concept of Alignment

        

        In 1967, Nelson Goodman, an eminent analytic philosopher, launched a research group at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. The avowed purpose of this scholarly inquiry was to study learning in the arts. As Goodman quipped, “there’s lots of lore about artistic learning, but little systematic knowledge. And so, we’ll call our enterprise Project Zero.”

        Goodman retired in 1971, and Howard joined David Perkins as codirector of the Project. Over that time span, Project Zero expanded in scope from the arts to the range of scholarly disciplines, from early childhood education through secondary education, and grew increasingly international. Now, over fifty years old, Project Zero remains an influential educational research center, known for its innovative ideas and practices, as well as its conferences and online learning opportunities.

        Wendy joined the staff of Project Zero in 1996. For a decade, in collaboration with psychologists Mihaly (Mike) Csikszentmihalyi and William (Bill) Damon and other colleagues, Howard, Wendy, and a sizable multisite staff carried out a large-scale research project to understand the values of work across nine professions, including education, genetics, journalism, and law. While such professions had once occupied a hallowed niche in the US workplace, we discerned a definite decline in a professional sense of responsibility for “good work”—reflecting the increasing centrality of technology, powerful market forces, the absence of countervailing forces, and, all too often, the lack of firm ethical standards (including sanctions) that would allow the professions to continue to thrive. The “Good Work Project,” since renamed the Good Project, launched several additional lines of inquiry (Good Play, Good Collaboration, Good Digital Citizenship).

        The investigative methods we used in the present study were drawn in significant measure from our earlier Good Project. In that endeavor, Wendy and Howard, along with a team of researchers, interviewed over 1,500 individuals—investigating individual beliefs, values, and responsibilities for work. We carried out intensive interviews with a wide-ranging, open-ended interview questionnaire; recorded and transcribed the interviews (which was more difficult to do in the 1990s than in 2020); coded the responses using an in-depth qualitative approach; secured reliability; and then looked for patterns within and across the several professions.

        The earlier project yielded our key concepts of alignment and misalignment. Briefly, “good work” is much more likely to emerge when the various interest parties in any profession are well aligned—when the different stakeholders have similar values and work toward the same goals. Alignment contrasts with a less fortunate situation, when the various constituencies surrounding a profession have different, even clashing, sets of values—in short, when they are misaligned. In the present study, we chose to compare the testimony and the stances of eight separate constituencies, and to ascertain to what extent they were aligned or misaligned with one another. Our concept of alignment (and misalignment) helped us to make recommendations to individuals, institutions, and, indeed, to the entire sector.

        We should note one major difference between the Good Project and our study of higher education. In the earlier study, we focused on individual practitioners and professionals, not on institutions. In the current study of higher education, we interviewed over 2,000 individuals in order to investigate campuses as a whole, and to secure the views of the various stakeholder groups on each campus (students, faculty, administrators, etc.).

      
      Our collaboration on the Good Project stimulated considerable curiosity about the “mental set” of students on the cusp of adulthood. We wondered: Why were young people so “transactional”? Why were they willing to kick the “good work” can down the road? And, importantly, can anything, or should anything, be done about it?

      As researchers, we might simply have pondered these puzzles or moved on to other ones. But instead, we decided to proceed from careful research to modest interventions. And so, in the next few years, we created a “Good Work Toolkit,” which teachers and researchers could draw upon, and we carried out courses and interventions at schools nearby—Colby College in Maine, Amherst College in Western Massachusetts, and Harvard College, for first-year students at our own campus.

      As we and our colleagues developed and facilitated many reflection sessions across these campuses, we became keenly aware of the struggles and tensions students face in college in the early twenty-first century. And as we—longtime researchers at Project Zero—switched the focus of our research from K–12 to higher education, we surveyed the plethora of writings about US colleges and universities—some of them by close colleagues, others by experts in fields ranging from economics and business to historical and literary studies. At the same time, news outlets in the United States began to headline often searing critiques of higher education—raising questions about its “value,” as costs were rising and students were seen as unmotivated or immature, as faculty were seen as careerist rather than classroom oriented, and as leftist rather than centrist or conservative. It’s easy to add to this list of complaints. We read and learned from these books, articles, and podcasts. Yet we were also impressed by the ratio of strong opinions in comparison with carefully collected and analyzed data. To borrow an old phrase, we wished that we were as sure of one thing as some of these authors were of the entire landscape.

      And so, we gradually constructed an ambitious project, the results of which we present in these pages. The scope of the project: to carry out an empirical study of undergraduate higher education in the United States, covering a range of campuses; to collect and distill what the diverse stakeholders on each of these campuses think about the value of nonvocational education—traditionally, what we and others have called “liberal arts and sciences” (see box 3.2). We wanted to collect considerable—perhaps, indeed, unprecedented—data about the college experience: what it is and what it could be.

      It is our good fortune that our colleague Richard Light agreed to be the senior adviser to the program and to provide invaluable guidance and recommendations throughout the entire period. Over the course of our project, many other outstanding educational thinkers have guided us—their names, along with our gratitude, appear in the acknowledgments.

      
        Two Helpful Analogies

        In carrying out this research, we assumed the stances of anthropologists (more accurately, budding or aspiring anthropologists or ethnographers)—as can be gleaned from the description of our week at Greenly College. We traversed campuses, made all sorts of observations, spoke to a wide range of individuals associated with the campuses, took careful notes (as well as occasional photographs and videos), and described what we saw and heard as carefully and faithfully as possible. We saw ourselves as attempting to “capture the culture” on various campuses, and, as far as possible, on US college campuses in the aggregate.

        But given our concerns about what is happening—or not happening—on college campuses, we went beyond the purely descriptive mission of the traditional anthropologist. In describing the arc of our work, we have also found it useful to think of ourselves as physicians (less presumptuously, budding or aspiring clinicians)—the characterization that we will use going forward—investigating a patient. In our case, the “patient” is that segment of the higher educational system in the United States that is not avowedly vocational; that is troubled, but whose symptoms are vague; and whose future course of treatment is accordingly uncertain. In making the shift from anthropologists to clinicians (in the spirit of the subtitle of this book), we shift from describing what is to prescribing what can be.

        Armed with an “analytic stethoscope,” so to speak, we wanted to probe the various organs of college, in the hopes of determining the nature of the “ailment(s)” and identifying interventions that are most likely to restore overall health. Of course, the sector of higher education in the United States is quite complex; it might be more useful to think of us as a group of clinicians armed with a variety of stethoscopes and other instruments, investigating many campuses and constituencies. Or, in the aggregate, as medical anthropologists.

        As with clinicians, our mission transcends diagnosis. Even as we were recording what we noticed across campuses, we were on the alert as well for programs, projects, and perspectives that could address the various ailments that we diagnosed—the promising interventions that would enhance the health of different constituencies on campus, and the health of the sector as a whole to bring about better alignments. Indeed, in the concluding parts of this book, we detail some of the most effective treatments about which we have learned.

        A nuance to our approach: while we are interested in the entire higher education system, we believe that it’s important to focus on specific units. And of course, in the United States, the units are specific colleges—either stand-alone colleges or ones embedded in larger universities. And so, while we are actually interested in the “symptomology of” and the “treatment for” the entire sector, our descriptions and, in particular, our recommendations and “prescriptions” are often directed at specific colleges, and occasionally at specific departments or a particular constituency within a college.

        Accordingly, in the manner of responsible clinicians, we planned to present our findings on each campus at “rounds”—discussions with the various constituencies on campus. We would showcase the data, answer questions, engage in discussion, and make specific suggestions about how best to improve the health of that college. And, indeed, in chapter 9, we give brief examples of such rounds. There, drawing on our observations, we present four “ideal type” campuses—each “presenting” with a particular set of strengths and challenges. And in each case, we include specific recommendations designed to strengthen the profession of higher education going forward—“the health of the sector,” so to speak.

        For now, we’ll put the analogy of budding anthropologist and clinician on hold until the later part of the book; but if it proves helpful, please keep it in mind as we describe more specific approaches, analyses, and findings.

      
      
        The Broad Context Defined

        We’ve indicated the factors that have led us—as longtime researchers—to undertake our large, national study of higher education. But, of course, a study like ours should be seen—albeit briefly—in context.

        For at least a century, higher education in the United States has been a source of national pride—and indeed, an institution admired in much of the world.3 But recently and, seemingly, for the first time, large segments of the American public indicate that they are dissatisfied with higher education and, indeed, many go so far as to assert that higher education is not in the national interest.4 We are unsure of the reasons for this (to us) alarming finding—directed particularly at colleges—and we hope that it proves to be transient. This disaffection could come from the costs of higher education, the belief that higher education is tilted politically to the left, skepticism that education that is not avowedly vocational is a waste of time and/or of money—or perhaps a thoughtful, or casual, or even thoughtless blend of these reasons (see box 10.1), which addresses concerns raised by skeptics of higher education.* If there were ever a time for a careful study of higher education in the United States, it has arrived.

        How did higher education get to this point?

        
          Historical Context

          In North America, institutions of higher education date back to the colonial era—schools like Harvard, William and Mary, and Yale were launched well before the American Revolution. These institutions were patterned after the colleges in England (and Scotland); their curricula consisted largely of classical languages, mathematics, and the sciences of the day. Indeed, they bore a family resemblance to the trivium and quadrivium of the Middle Ages foregrounded at the earliest universities in western Europe—the original liberal arts, as it were. A primary ambition of these American colleges was to develop religious leaders, though preparation for other professions and for leadership roles in the society also took place.

          Once the colonies had broken away from England, colleges took on a civic as well as a religious emphasis. Toward the end of the eighteenth century and in the first half of the nineteenth century, a plethora of schools—many religious in origin—were launched across the expanding nation. Small and without much funding, their existence was perilous, but familiar names like Amherst, Mount Holyoke, and Williams in New England, and Kenyon College and Ohio Wesleyan in the Midwest, date from that era. Students were expected to master the knowledge and skills needed to participate in the activities and the decisions of their communities and perhaps assume the mantle of leadership—locally, regionally, even nationally.

          The latter half of the nineteenth century—the period during and after the Civil War—ushered in major changes in the landscape of higher education. Under President Lincoln, land grant public colleges were launched—the beginnings of agricultural, technological, vocational, and more general institutions of higher education date to this time. Then, following the impressive model in Germanic (Humboldtian) institutions of higher education, several leading colleges evolved into universities that granted doctoral degrees in specific subjects; postgraduate-oriented schools, notably Clark University, Johns Hopkins, and the University of Chicago, were also established. This development marked the start of the research university—classical studies and languages were on the wane, surveys of science (as distinct from technology) on the rise. Also, along with these factors of public funding and a greater emphasis on emerging lines of scholarly inquiry, the religious mission declined, and, indeed, had become nearly invisible in many schools by the twentieth century—including the ones we’ve just named.5

          Before the twentieth century, education beyond primary and secondary schools was restricted largely to individuals from comfortable financial and social backgrounds, with only a few highly deserving students receiving the small number of scholarships. (Significant financial endowments were virtually unknown.) Moreover, with few exceptions, the school
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