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Chapter 1
Changing Views of Knowledge
and Practice in American Higher
Education

Nancy Budwig

American colleges and universities have undergone tremendous growth and change
over the last 100 years, known around the world for excellence in undergraduate
education, doctoral training, and research excellence. Back at home, there has been
an increasing tension with a growing disconnect between the American Academy
and the rest of society. The purpose of a liberal education, the value of doctoral
education and research excellence are undervalued by most.

Due to the perception of a gap between what students learn, what researchers
produce, and the return on America’s investment in higher education, there has
been a progressive shift to consider how knowledge is viewed within American
higher education. At the undergraduate level, there has been a shift toward more
practice-based approaches to learning and attempts have been made to change
toward more student-centered curricula. Simultaneously, with research, there has
been an increasing focus on issues of relevance and broader impacts of the research
being carried out, with a focus on end use.

In this chapter, we examine the changing views of knowledge and practice
within the American academy, looking closely at what has been said to be a gap
between knowledge and practice. Adopting a longitudinal approach, we first
examine changing notions of knowledge and practice in discussions of under-
graduate education with a specific focus on what it means to be liberally educated.
Next, we shift to examine changing notions of knowledge and practice through an
examination of research. Typically, the study of liberal education and the research
university are distinct. In this chapter, we will not only review changing views of
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knowledge and practice in each of these two areas, but also raise the question of
whether trends in each area are related and whether these can be tied to new theory
and research in the area of the developmental and learning sciences during the same
time period. It will be argued that both the conceptual frameworks and strategies
guiding the organization of American higher education have yet to fully draw upon
emerging perspectives from the development and learning sciences.

Liberal Education and the Turn to Practice

When we ask about the relationship of a liberal education to citizenship, we are asking a
question with a long history in the Western philosophical tradition. We are drawing on
Socrates’ concept of ‘the examined life,’ on Aristotle’s notions of reflective citizenship, and
above all on Greek and Roman Stoic notions of an education that is ‘liberal’ in that it
liberates the mind from bondage of habit and custom, producing people who can function
with sensitivity and alertness as citizens of the whole world.

— Nussbaum (1998, p. 8)

Since the origins of liberal education in the USA, ongoing discussion of what
exactly a liberal education is has focused on what (if anything) it affords students.
At the same time, a parallel discussion has been taking place that focuses on liberal
education and its value as a public good. There has been an outcry suggesting that a
liberal education is disconnected from everyday needs of all, but the elite for whom
job security is believed to be guaranteed. Too many do not fully understand whether
and how a liberal education prepares students to live lives of meaning and purpose.
Not only has there been concern for rising costs, but also questions of relevance
especially for students moving to work positions outside the ivory tower. In this
section, we turn to consider liberal education and issues of relevance.

What Is Meant (and Is Not Meant) by the Phrase Liberal
Education?

What is meant by liberal education has not been well understood, either in the
public sphere or in higher education more specifically. One common misunder-
standing and source of confusion is the distinction between liberal arts and liberal
education. As Carol Geary Schneider (past President of the Association of
American Colleges and Universities) has argued:

A quest for the key to America’s historic world leadership in higher education brings
interested visitors into a notably confusing aspect of postsecondary learning: the contested
standing of liberal or liberal arts education. Even for Americans, contemporary perspectives
on this important educational tradition are conflicted and often contradictory.” Schneider
(2008, p. 30)
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Schneider goes on to provide clarification of several terms, most relevant here
are the definitions she provides for the terms “liberal education,” “liberal arts,” and
“liberal arts college”1:

Liberal Education: A philosophy of education that empowers individuals, lib-
erates the mind, cultivates intellectual judgment, and fosters ethical and social
responsibility.

Liberal Arts: Specific disciplines (humanities, arts, social sciences, and
sciences).

Liberal Arts College: A particular type of institution—often small, often resi-
dential—that facilitates close interaction between faculty and students, and whose
curriculum is grounded in the liberal arts disciplines.

Much of the tension around liberal education has roots in one of the three
confusions:

1. The assumption that liberal education is reserved for the elite who attend
selective liberal arts colleges.

2. The assumption that liberal education specifies particular areas of study (e.g., the
humanities as opposed to STEM fields) and the related assumption that these
fields are less practical or do not prepare students for entry into the workforce.

3. The assumption that liberal education is rooted in a liberal political stance (e.g.,
for Democrats rather than Republicans).

While we will not discuss all of these issues, it is important to be clear that in this
chapter when referring to liberal education I am focusing on a particular view of
undergraduate education. Here, liberal education is viewed as an approach, one that
can be adopted at any college and university (small or large, private or public), and
an approach to education that is not inherently linked to one or another political
viewpoint. With this clarified, we can turn to a historical overview of American
liberal education and its relation to practice.2

Liberal Education 1.0

For as long as the concept of a liberal education has existed in the United States, so
too have extended conversations about its purpose. Early on there was a strong
belief that education was strongly linked to the character of society (see Dewey
1916, 1933). In terms of its role in students’ intellectual development, liberal
education has been associated with a commitment for students to have both breadth
and depth of knowledge. The influential Yale Report of 1928/1929 provides a nice

1A complete list that Schneider provides in the 2008 article can be found here: https://www.aacu.
org/leap/what-is-a-liberal-education.
2Our review makes the trajectory from liberal education 1.0 to liberal education 2.0 seem more
linear than it actually is. See Harkavy (2015) for a discussion of some of the nuance to this debate,
as well as an exploration of the discussion of practice back to Jefferson’s time.
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summary of a theme that has been the source of much debate throughout American
history—do students need a common curriculum similar for all students or a college
curriculum that is more loosely structured. Why Yale faculty would propose a
common curriculum links directly to their view of the purpose of a liberal educa-
tion. The overall aim was to prepare undergraduates for life rather than a particular
vocation:

Our object is not to teach that which is peculiar to any one of the professions; but to lay the
foundation which is common to them all.

If the nineteenth century left colleges and universities to question the need for a
classical education and whether a core curriculum versus a more elective curricu-
lum was optimal, the twentieth century began to focus more on the distinction
between the division of “the major” and “general education.” During this period,
questions about the diversity of modes of thought introduced by distinct disciplines
as well as discussions about the need for all students to acquire a common set of
skills and capacities and what those might be has been debated on most college and
university campuses.

What is remarkable is that the notion of general education is alive on most
campuses despite increasing fragmentation of the disciplines today (see Boyer
1987). What core kinds of knowledge or intellectual skills and capacities should be
acquired have varied across time and across institutions, but the majority of bac-
calaureate degrees in the USA place emphasis on both the acquisition of core
knowledge and intellectual skills and capacities in addition to a student’s com-
pletion of a specific major. While the particulars have been debated, the statement
below, adopted just before the beginning of the twentieth century, nicely summa-
rizes the breadth of knowledge and skills that a liberally educated student was said
to hold:

Liberal education requires that we understand the foundations of knowledge and inquiry
about nature, culture and society; that we master core skills of perception, analysis, and
expression; that we cultivate a respect for truth; that we recognize the importance of
historical and cultural context; and that we explore connections among formal learning,
citizenship, and service to our communities. Adopted by the Board of Directors of the
Association of American Colleges & Universities, October 1998

More specifically, foundational knowledge across a range of disciplinary areas
(arts and sciences) as well as intellectual skills (perception, analysis, and commu-
nication) is at the heart of what learning is about. It is not that the ability to put these
skills to use was not relevant, but rather that the ability to integrate and apply
knowledge was taken for granted.

As discussions of the purpose of breadth requirements have intensified across the
twentieth century, campuses simultaneously began to give increased attention to the
importance of specialization or depth of expertise any student was learning. During
this period, discussions of American liberal education gained razor-sharp focus on
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the notion of the major, and students and their families increasingly have seen this
as the core element of an undergraduate degree. With this focus on the major came
the realization that a single writing or formal reasoning course was an insufficient
way to introduce writing, reasoning or other basic skills. Writing across the cur-
riculum and other campus initiatives were implemented to assure students had the
habits of mind associated not only at a general level, but also tied to their majors.
Across the twentieth century as the disciplines became more strongly tied into the
organizational fabric of universities and colleges, they came to play an increasing
role in the nature of undergraduate education. Taken together, these various
developments resulted in an increasing differentiation between two central strands
of a liberal education with minimal connection between the general education
program and the major. For many, this became a problem in urgent need of fixing
(see Boyer 1987; Deblanco 2012).

One might ask what all of this has to do with liberal education and notions of
practice. The answer is everything. Focus on the separate curricular structures (the
major and general education programs) as well as de-emphasizing consideration of
a holistic view of the student became common in the rapid explosion of disciplines
and co-curricular opportunities on US campuses in support of liberal education. As
focus has drilled down to individual programming and disciplines, there has been
equal concern expressed about the loss of connection with campuses as anchor
institutions in their communities. Noted was a general decline in focus on the
connection between education and civic life (whether in terms of organizational
connections or with regard to student learning). Harkavy (2015) argues that central
to student liberal learning and a more holistic approach to liberal education is a
return to the views of Boyer, Dewey, Franklin, and others who see integration with
one’s community as central to American liberal education.

As we entered the twenty-first century and as liberal education in America
approached its centennial, there were numerous indicators suggesting the need for
re-examination and clarification about what a liberal education means in America.
Early on, little thought was given to specifically American ways of introducing
liberal education into the American higher education scene, and it was largely
imported as is from Europe. Over the twentieth century, the development of and
importance granted to department cultures and the disciplines led to increasing
barriers that hindered the ability to provide a holistic education to American
undergraduates. As we will note, around the same time, on many campuses,
research became a primary engine of prestige and thus student learning not only
became increasingly disconnected from research, but also from civic life. All of this
left many feeling that liberal education had become detached from its larger pur-
poses of preparing individuals for citizenship and work.
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Liberal Education 2.0: Practice, Application, and Real-World
Experience

While for most of the twentieth century many assumed that the goals of a liberal
education were quite distinct from an education that helps students become
employable, in recent years, this view has changed. As Schneider (2009, p. 2) notes:

In the twentieth century, proponents of liberal learning drew a sharp dividing line between
“practical” or career studies and the “true liberal arts. Today, we contend, we need to erase
that distinction…

In this section, we explore some of the new ways of thinking about liberal
learning that infuse notions of practice into conceptualizations of liberal education.
Why this turn is taking place appears to stem from multiple reasons including new
theories of learning and economic issues leaving college students unprepared and
often without jobs. Some of the shift to more engaged learning pedagogies has been
introduced within the context of typical college learning contexts such as within the
classroom, while others have focused on the application of classroom learning to
real-world problems, typically beyond the university campus.

One of the most well-known movements has been the focus on what is called
active learning or engaged learning where students, typically in traditional class-
room settings, are encouraged to take on more active roles. One such effort has been
labeled the “flipped classroom:” where students watch lectures at their own pace
using technological assistance and class time involves activity-based learning. Carl
Wieman has become a lead advocate for more active pedagogies, spending sig-
nificant time learning about why learning and developmental scientists believe more
active learning strategies enhance student learning. It is becoming increasingly
common for faculty to go well beyond the lecture mode, using an array of strategies
to keep students focused on large-scaled lectures and seminars.3

Increasing focus though also has been given to student learning that takes place
outside the traditional classroom. Two common reasons given for this shift are that
(a) students become more motivated when learning takes place in contexts of use,
and (b) these experiences provide the kind of “real-world” application of knowl-
edge and skills that will guide their success after college graduation. Experiential
learning is viewed as a process whereby knowledge and skills acquired in the
context of formal teaching get applied in concrete activities. A good summary of
this perspective is described by Kolb (1984) who argues forcefully that experience
is the driver of learning and development and several colleges and universities have
picked up on this work.4

3See http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2016/04/14/465729968/a-nobel-laureates-education-plea-
revolutionize-teaching for a summary of this work.
4See link for good summary of how one university explains experiential learning https://
facultyinnovate.utexas.edu/teaching/strategies/overview/experiential-learning.
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Eyler, one of the deepest thinkers on experiential learning in the context of
undergraduate education notes that too often we get lost in “the doing” and forget
about the key role that integrative learning and reflection play. She notes:

…students need the capacity to perceive and address ill-structured problems, tolerate
ambiguity, make warranted judgments, and act while continuously seeking and refining
further information. Neither tolerance for ambiguity nor critical thinking is simply a
function of information, skill, and social ability or even of repeated practice, but rather both
require intellectual capabilities that are not now generally attained before college gradua-
tion. (Eyler 2009, p. 27)

Eyler goes on to point out that the quality of the experience, as well as the related
intellectual work that goes on during the experience, is central to deep learning.
This requires explicit training in helping students learn about the ways learning
takes place in authentic contexts as well as in how to optimize the necessary
reflection required for significant learning to take place. As Eyler (2009) and others
such as Hodge et al. (2009) have argued, central here is that students not only
acquire habits of mind, but also the identities of knowers or the self-authorship
required to evaluate knowledge autonomously. As Hodge et al. (2009, p. 18) go on
to explain “The promotion of self-authorship entails a fundamental shift in how we
imagine and structure the whole undergraduate experience.5

It has becoming increasingly common to use more active pedagogies and
incorporate experiences for undergraduate students that mimic what has been
referred to as learning in “real-world settings” (e.g., undergraduate research,
internships, service learning). No group has invested more thought into building
sustained intentional leadership and resources to liberal learning and authentic
application than the Association of American Colleges and Universities with their
work on the LEAP Challenge. The LEAP Challenge is designed flexibly to be a
framework utilized by a variety of kinds of institutions (community colleges, liberal
arts colleges, state institutions, private and public research universities) embodying
a blended model of liberal education and vocational training. The heart of the
framework, which focuses on integrative liberal learning, is an attempt to build
developmental pathways that provide opportunities for students to take on
increasing agency in integrating and applying their work to complex or “un-
scripted” problems. Significant here is the attempt to outline potential ways a liberal
education can add up to be greater than the sum of a series of individual course.6

5The 2009 Clark/AAC&U conference on Liberal Education and Effective Practice not only led to
many papers cited here, but also to a new curricular framework for liberal learning based on
revised notions of effective practice. A description of the new curricular framework, its devel-
opmental science underpinnings, and building faculty capacity for this work can be found in
Budwig (2013), Budwig et al. (2015).
6Further information and many resources stemming from AAC&U’s LEAP Challenge can be
found here: https://www.aacu.org/leap-challenge; also see Budwig and Jessen-Marshall (2018) for
illustrations of signature and capstone work at several institutions.
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