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Foreword

When I first entered college in the fall of 1963, 
and for three but only three years thereafter, 
parietal hours still existed. The dormitories were 
single sex though the college was co-educational. 
Freshmen women were required to be in their 
dorms by nine o’clock except on Friday nights 
when ten o’clock was the curfew, and on Saturday 
nights when eleven o’clock was the curfew. 
Those restrictions were increased by one hour 
during each of the following years. Each of the 
women’s dorms had a house mother, and she 
saw to it that the doors were locked at the time 
of curfew. While all of us found this limiting, 
there were times when each and every one of 
us was glad to fall back on these rules. Colleges 
in those days were in loco parentis. They felt 
that they were responsible for the well-being of 
each student, and they took this responsibility 
very seriously.

In that era, students were not considered 
adults the minute they entered college but 
rather were thought of more in terms of 
emerging adulthood. Educators and society at 
large did not think or act as if there was a 
magic cut-off age of eighteen at which a young 
person was fully formed and ready to assume 
the full mantle of adulthood. College was a 
time to pair one’s emerging sense of identity 
and value system with what was being learned 
in the classroom: the intellectually broadening 
and enriching experience of studying within 
the liberal arts tradition. In this tradition the 
student learned what the great philosophers of 
the past and present had thought about the 
unanswerable questions of life; how the great 

writers, artists and musicians had expressed the 
emotions of life along with their reactions to 
the milieu around them; how the study of history 
illuminated the politics of the current day and 
the pitfalls to be avoided; and what the scientists 
had so far learned about our world and how 
they had done so. It was well understood at 
that time that the emotional and intellectual 
development of students were inextricably 
intertwined and that it was the responsibility 
of the college to create a milieu in which the 
intellectual and personal development of its 
students were that to which attention was 
devoted. While the means to accomplish this 
objective may have been too restrictive and the 
connections between classroom and social life 
too vague and unexplored, nonetheless, the 
commitment was there.

In the fall of 1966 when I returned to campus 
for my senior year, all that had changed. There 
were no more parietal hours of any kind, no 
more house mothers, and the sheath dresses 
and heels that my roommate and I wore to the 
first play of the year were clearly yesterday’s 
mode of dress. We were suddenly surrounded 
with jeans and sneakers. yes, it was that stark. 
We were seniors, though, and accustomed to 
conducting ourselves in a certain manner and 
continued in that mode. The common lounges 
in the dorms remained elegantly furnished and 
so their quality remained respected. We also 
retained the sense of respect and refinement 
with which we had come to view our lives and 
our soon-to-come place in the adult world.

of course, given the deeply disturbing 
spectacle of the Vietnam War and the gathering 
momentum of the Civil Rights Movement, 
students chafed at the neat little world that was 

Julie Kidd
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the college of the late 1960s and demanded 
freedom from the perspectives of the generation 
that was sending them to a senseless war and 
suppressing and treating unjustly an entire race 
of people. Unfortunately, though, in response, 
the baby was thrown out with the bath water.

When I returned to my alma mater as a 
trustee in 1975, the elegant common lounges 
were gone. The rooms were still there but instead 
of the Persian rugs and antique furniture with 
which students had formerly lived, these spaces 
were occupied by battered and cheap furniture, 
sloppily arranged, with no rugs on the floor or 
artwork on the walls. Also gone was the com-
mitment of the college to the well-being of the 
student as a whole person.

Today, I believe that we must reassert that 
commitment. By now the world has become 
ever so much more complex and challenging, 
and we all struggle to maintain our balance 
with an ever-shifting foundation beneath our 
feet. I do not regret the cultural progress that 
led to this complexity or advocate a return to 
parietal hours and single-sex dorms as a means of 
assisting young people to find a basic sense of 
well-being. I advocate instead for the principle of 
well-being as a core purpose of higher education—
a principle that would seem intrinsic to this 
cultural progression and yet appears largely lost 
in the infrastructure of the academy. The modern 
world of higher education must find new 
ways to reclaim this mission and assert the iron 

link between classroom learning and personal 
development if humankind is to become a 
positive form of life on this planet and if personal 
contentment and fulfillment are to become part 
of each individual’s experience.

To this effort, Bringing Theory to Practice 
has been dedicated for the past fifteen years 
and has made significant contributions, against 
difficult odds, to restoring the link between 
learning and well-being. This volume contains 
much of the best thinking on this subject in the 
world today. The ideas, methods, and perspectives 
this volume conveys will be invaluable tools as 
our institutions of higher learning hopefully 
move together as one body with one voice to 
place in proper relief the power and beauty of 
an education meant for a more far-reaching 
and greater purpose than only the conveyance 
of skills and knowledge. 





Introduction
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IntroductIon

Well-being Essays and Provocations:
Significance and Implications 

for Higher Education
Donald W. Harward

Welcome to this collection of essays.
You have most likely encountered in recent print and in discourse numerous mentions 

of well-being, perhaps including some similar to the following quotes and contexts:
•	“.	.	.	we	are	studying	the	well-being	of	people	around	the	world.	Our	research	reinforces	
the	fact	that	the	ultimate	outcome	of	an	education	is	fundamentally	about	well-being.”1

•	“Gauging	people’s	well-being	is	one	of	the	central	political	issues	of	our	time.	It	is	
time	we	admitted	that	there	is	more	to	life	than	money	and	it’s	time	we	focused	not	
just	on	GDP	but	on	GWB—general	well-being.”2

•	A	philosophical	or	historical	tracing	might	reveal	that	the	notion	of	well-being	is	
not	peripheral—rather	it	has	been	and	continues	to	be	a	nuanced	concept	at	the	
very	core	of	Platonism,	Aristotelianism,	the	work	of	Cicero,	the	explorations	of	its	
relation	to	pleasure	in	Stoicism,	Bentham,	the	Utilitarian	tradition	and	J.S.	Mill,	
the	heart	of	the	Enlightenment	and	Humanism,	the	work	of	Dewey,	contemporary	
pragmatism,	and	such	recent	moral	and	political	Theorists	as	Nozick	and	Rawls.3 
•	Improving	higher	education	means	focusing	on	the	quality	of	a	student’s	relation-
ships	.	.	.	[I]f	the	ultimate	purpose	is	the	individual	wholeness,	flourishing,	sense	of	
direction	and	agency	[well-being],	then	the	various	practical	applications	of	liberal	
learning	are—or	should	be—woven	together	in	the	person	of	the	student.4 

In contrast to the frequency of multiple references to well-being, however, there has been 
only	modest	consideration	given	to	its	connection	to	higher	education—what	that	con-
nection	means,	what	it	suggests,	and	why	it	is	important.	This	collection	of	essays	offers	to	
explicate and convince why attending to well-being and understanding its complexity is 
to	realize	a	fundamental	dimension	of	the	purpose	of	higher	education—a	dimension	so	
connected to learning and its associated outcomes as to be rooted in a shared analysis of 
their	meaning.	
Well-being	and	higher	education	are	connected,	and	those	connections	matter.	They	

matter for the individual lives of the student and those who teach; they matter for the 
institution; they matter for the promise of a democratic civic society; and they matter for 
whether	or	not	the	unique	and	full	promise	of	higher	education—its	greater	purposes—can	
be	advanced	and	realized.	Analyses	of	the	meanings	of	well-being,	their	multiple	expressions	
or manifestations that affect learning, and what institutions must do to facilitate greater 
connections among them point to the direction of changes that will make possible the 
recognition and the realization of well-being as a dimension of the greater purpose of 
higher	education	and	to	the	wholeness	of	those	participating.
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That there has been scant attention given to an adequate theoretical foundation that 
connects learning and well-being has meant that well-being has often been dismissed as 
“not	what	we	are	about”	within	the	college	or	university	or	has	been	set	aside	to	the	
periphery—theoretically	disconnected	and	thereby	structurally	disconnected	to	the	core	
purposes	of	higher	education.	The	essays	in	this	volume	offer	redress,	provide	a	theoretical	
basis with which to explore the essential connections of learning and well-being, and point 
to	the	evidence	that	confirms	those	connections.5

Initiating a more theoretical framework begins by finding reference to well-being nearly 
ubiquitous in those writings in which the authors consider the ultimate questions of a 
purpose	for	“the	good	life.”	Whether	it	is	found	in	Aristotle’s	Nicomachean Ethics, or the 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology—whether	it	is	found	in	the	Declaration	of	
Independence,	the	UN	Universal	Declaration	of	Human	Rights,	or	the	parent	extolling	
the	core	hope	for	her	child—it	is	the	pursuit,	hopefully	the	gaining,	of	happiness	and	
well-being	found	across	time	and	across	cultures	that	is	the	objective	of	the	life	well-lived.	
It	is	not	wealth,	or	power,	or	superior	gain	in	competition,	but	happiness—well-being!

defining Well-being

If it is to be more than a frequent and easy figure of speech, what does well-being mean? 
Happiness, well-being, can be framed conceptually as a complex construct but one that 
is	analyzable.	It	can	be	parsed,	and	a	nuanced	understanding	of	its	complexity	can	be	
presented.	Framing	the	examination	of	well-being	as	conceptual	is	important.	Its	full	
analysis	reflects	a	necessary	conceptual	connection	to	learning,	to	the	knowledge	and	
discovery	purposes	of	the	college	or	university—regardless	of	the	scope	of	the	course	or	
tutorial, regardless of whether the context is academic or student affairs, regardless of where 
it	is	expressed	in	the	curriculum,	in	pedagogy,	or	in	the	institution’s	structure	or	priorities.

Like the construct the weather	(which	allows	reference	to	multiple	meanings—rain	or	
shine, storm or calm), there is no specific, single designation or referent for well-being.	Rather,	
there is a weave of meaning, a braid-like connection of uses with no one thread running 
throughout.	Each	thread	(among	them,	for	example,	purposefulness,	identity,	flourishing,	
mindfulness, a sense of belonging, grit and persistence, which themselves are often complex 
and	without	a	single	common	referent)	in	such	a	weave	emphasizes	dimensions	of	meaning—
uses	that	fits	a	context—and	provides	an	opportunity	for	analysis	and	understanding.	The	
braid	of	well-being	intersects	with	that	of	health,	for	health	too	is	a	complex	construct.6

The braid of uses of the languages of health, physical or mental, is most often positive, not 
diagnostic.	Health	is	not	the	absence	of	something,	such	as	pain	or	suffering.	Health and illness 
are	not	oppositional	terms	of	a	common	category.	Illness is the language of diagnosis, limita-
tion,	even	foreboding.	Health	is	characterized	by	flourishing,	by	wellness—beyond	feelings	or	
emotive	states	of	pleasure—to	being	well,	being	aware	of	identity,	of	one’s	commitment	to	the	
integrity	of	others,	to	persisting,	and	to	being	resilient.	Being	well	can	characterize	a	person	or	
a	community,	an	economy	(supplementing	GNP),	or	social	and	political	vitality,	and	it	can	be	
used	as	the	criterion	for	determining	public	policy	objectives	(see	the	J.	Bronsteen’s	essay).	

 Recognizing	well-being	as	a	construct—not	as	a	concept	with	a	single	referent—is	to	
understand that well-being has two major emphases or dimensions, each manifest in particular 
contexts	or	traditions	of	use.	The	hedonic tradition emphasizes well-being as feelings—
non-cognitive	expressions	referring	to	an	individual’s	(or	a	community’s)	special	state,	
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experience,	or	condition—all	of	which	can	be	discerned	and	measured.	In	the	hedonic	
tradition,	well-being	or	happiness	is	real	in	the	only	sense	that	anything	is	real—it	is	an	item	
of	empirical	study	(see	the	J.	Pawelski	and	S.	Dahill-Brown	&	E.	Jayawickreme	essays).	The	
eudaemonic is an alternative tradition that contends that well-being may be understood not as 
a feeling, or a mental act, or even a state of mind, but as a relational activity (a long term 
practice)	of	being	well—even	being	fully	well,	or	more	fully	human,	as	in	a	life well-lived 
(see	the	C.	Ryff,	E.	Minnich,	W.	Sullivan,	and	C.	Keyes	essays).
Both	of	the	traditions	of	analysis	of	the	strands	of	meaning	of	

well-being	have	direct	bearing	on	higher	education—their	rele-
vance to the campus culture, and the power of that culture to pro-
vide	transforming	opportunities	for	those	participating.	Seeing	
well-being as inextricably connected to learning is to see that both 
dimensions	or	emphases	of	well-being	are	relevant—the	hedonic	
because it captures occasions for the stimulation and receptivity of 
feelings that reinforce participation in learning opportunities and 
the	eudaemonic	because	it	is	at	the	core	of	what	learning	means.	

It is this second dimension that is often overlooked but is 
essential.	It	is	this	connection	of	well-being	to	learning	that	is	
found in their sharing of a fundamental analytic feature of 
being relational	and	not	simply	descriptive.	Learning,	or	coming	
to	know,	is	essentially	a	relational	concept.	An	agent	(learner)	
stands in relation to an object of inquiry (for example, a fact, 
or	a	state	of	affairs,	or	an	experience).	The	relation	is	not	a	
description of special acts or feelings; rather it is the occasion of engagement.	This	engagement	may	
or may not subsequently involve acts (such as memory or judgment, contemplation, or 
the	repetition	of	a	pattern	of	acts	and	behaviors—e.g.,	acquiring	a	skill),	but	it	is	not	itself	
an	act.	It	is	the	complex	relation	of	being	engaged	with.	It	is	learner	in	relation	to	object,	
learner being engaged, learner as agent in the midst of multiple learning opportunities that 
is	at	the	core	of	the	analysis.	What	and	whether	such	engagement	results	in	subsequent	
memories	or	behaviors	(Did	she	remember	the	sequence	of	English	kings?	Did	he	learn	
how	to	serve	in	tennis?)	can	be	assessed,	but	the	relationship	is	distinct	from	those	effects.	

Whether it is learning something or learning how to do something, the analysis of learning 
involves	a	relationship—that	of	engagement—and	the	outcomes	of	those	occasions	of	
engagement	may	be	acts	or	behaviors.	Standing	in	relation	to	an	object	(what	is	other, some 
object independent of learner) brings with it self-awareness as well as the responsibility 
to	honor	and	preserve	the	integrity	of	other,	be	it	fact,	person,	community,	or	nature.

These features are what separate our being learners from the rat in the maze or the 
machine’s	software.	We	are	self-aware	of	our	learning,	and	we	can	make	the	judgment	to	
honor	the	integrity	of	(i.e.,	value	or	respect	and	want	to	sustain)	what	it	is	that	serves	as	
object	and	our	relationship	to	it.

Well-being and learning, each a complex construction, are both in part relational con-
cepts—the	nexus	of	their	connection	is	in	engagement—learner	to	object,	learner	to	respect	for	
the	integrity	of	other.	And	standing	in	relation	to	other	requires	self-awareness—recognition	
that I am engaged; it is I, an agent, so engaged—that	can	link	learning	to	self-identity,	to	
being	purposeful	and	whole.	Learning,	whether	in	the	classroom,	the	lab,	or	the	community,	

Seeing well-being as 
inextricably connected to 
learning is to see that both 
dimensions or emphases of 
well-being are relevant— 
the hedonic because it captures 
occasions for the stimulation 
and receptivity of feelings  
that reinforce participation  
in learning opportunities  
and the eudaemonic  
because it is at the core  
of what learning means
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is	an	opportunity	to	be	engaged,	and	it	is	equally	an	opportunity	to	support	the	learner’s	
well-being.	They	are	inextricably	connected.7

There are occasions in which it is clear that well-being, in its hedonic dimension, 
describes feelings, and in doing so does reinforce, even make possible, profound learning 
experiences	and	the	willingness,	the	disposition,	of	the	learner	to	participate	or	engage.	
The student who has her contribution to the class discussion honored may have an 
immediate	feeling	of	belonging—“I	do	belong	here”—that	is	indeed	a	most	important	
well-being feeling	directly	connected	to	engaged	learning.	Such	a	feeling	has	duration,	
intensity,	and	can	be	compared	to	other	feelings	(see	T.	Seifert’s	essay).	Understanding	
some	dimensions	of	well-being	as	feelings	or	states—because	as	feelings	they	have	
demonstrable,	often	immediate,	effects—helps	to	understand	why	some	students	persist	
and	others	do	not.	Receiving	commendation	is	connected	to	a	feeling	of	acceptance,	
even	self-efficacy.	Those	feelings	(see	J.	Pawelski’s	essay)	of	belonging	are	identified	by	
empirical positive psychology as a key to grit	or	a	willingness	to	progress.	They	are	well	
documented	in	the	scientific	literature	(see	the	S.	Dahill-Brown	&	E.	Jayawickreme	essay)	
and have become a part of popular culture as captured in the metaphoric musical lyric 
walk on (persist, keep going) with hope in your heart (feel hopeful) and you are on a path 
to happiness	(well-being).

To sum up, the argument is that learning and well-being are complex constructs connected 
by	an	analysis	of	what	they	mean—not	peripheral	or	accidental	but	core	and	essential.	
We	go	deeper	in	understanding	them	by	considering	their	relational	dimensions.	Those	
connections, how to draw and sustain them in multiple and frequent opportunities, and 
how to encourage agency and participation in those opportunities can define a campus 
culture	that	attends	to	whole	persons.

MAking the CAse for Attending to Well-being in higher eduCAtion

Regardless of interpretations of the complexities of well-being or learning, critics may reply, 
“my	well-being	is	my	responsibility,	not	the	college’s”	and	“my	learning	is	my	responsibility,	
not	the	college’s.”	If	both	are	correct,	what	is	the	college’s	responsibility	or	role?	What	connects	
well-being	and	engaged	forms	of	learning	to	higher	educational	institutions—their	
structure, their curricula, their practiced pedagogies? Where are they found? How is their 
importance promoted as essential, not accidental? What links individual, institutional, 
and community well-being? 

If students choose to free themselves, emancipate themselves from ignorance, prejudice, 
or conventionality, the institution must create the context in which they can choose to learn, 
to	engage,	and	to	be	well.	The	academy	and	the	public	at-large	can	champion	the	expectation	
that institutions make the changes needed to realize well-being as among their greater 
purposes, to understand the connections to the civic and to the preparation for meaningful 
life-choices (including but not limited to work), and to make explicit their direct connection 
to	learning	in	any	discipline,	with	any	pedagogy.	Clarifying	purpose	may	be	necessary,	but	it	
is	not	sufficient	for	making	change.	The	hard	part	is	hard!	It	requires	re-directing	resources	
and	re-aligning	priorities.	But	while	hard,	it	is	not	mysterious.	Attention	to	well-being	and	its	
multiple connections to learning and being fully whole can begin the campus conversations 
needed	to	initiate	collective	interest	in	change.	And	it	is	now—in	this	period	of	challenge	
regarding	what	the	future	of	higher	education	must	be—that	it	is	timely	to	do	so.	
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Attending	to	well-being	is	not	a	therapy	for	those	who	are	ill.	Attending	to	well-being	
is	to	realize	a	fundamental	dimension	of	the	purpose	of	higher	education!	And	it	is	the	
unique responsibility of higher education to provide the multiple opportunities for the 
manifestation	of	greater	purpose.	Beyond	schooling	and	accul-
turation, higher education is the context that most clearly reveals 
the interdependency of learning and the civic, the paths for real-
ization of self and its dependency on other, as well as skills and 
values connected to work and service, leadership and meaningful 
life	choices.	It	is	the	unique	role,	responsibility,	of	higher	educa-
tion—not	the	family,	church,	social	club,	or	training—to	serve	
that	function.	
Attending	to	the	multiple	strands	of	meaning	of	well-being	for	all	students,	privileged	

or underserved, regardless of how the opportunities are crafted in institutions of varying 
type,	has	documentable	results.	It	directly	connects	to	student	persistence,	the	development	
of clearer senses of purpose for all constituencies, as well as emphases on feeling valued, 
and	succeeding.	Honoring	the	well-being	of	all	of	our	students	can	be	a	core	motivation	
to	provide	access	to	higher	education	(see	the	L.	Schreiner	essay).	What	facilitates	well-being	
at	De	Anza	Community	College	(see	B.	Murphy’s	essay)	and	generates	for	most	of	its	
first generation students a developing sense of agency and civic awareness may not be 
what facilitates the sense of purposefulness and resilience gained at a different institution 
which requires a senior thesis or expects that students participate in international study, 
but	each	is	honoring	and	facilitating	the	well-being	of	its	students.

the overArChing ChAllenge of PurPose

Many	contend	that	higher	education’s	purpose	is	essentially	utilitarian—that	if	the	purpose	
of higher education means anything at all in the 21st century, it means that institutions 
must emphasize forms of learning that can be efficiently expressed with uses of technology 
and	information	transfer	modalities.	Higher	education	must	provide	the	information,	skills,	
and	credentials	needed	for	success	in	the	work	place.	In	this	view,	disruptive	forces	(techno-
logical, social, economic, and demographic) will insist that higher education provide a fix for 
this	societal	need,	or	higher	education	as	we	know	it	should	disappear.8

Others	claim	that	the	distressing	evidence	of	the	devolving	weaknesses	of	higher	
education is to be found in its retreat from its unique purpose in an open society to be 
counter-normative—to	be	critical,	if	not	contrarian,	of	convention.	They	contend	that	
higher education has become mute on real social problems and is now the handmaiden of 
a	corporate	culture—considering	students	as	customers,	faculty	as	labor	(service	providers),	
and	in	which	ultimately,	individual	gain	is	prized	over	any	public	good.9

Each	of	these	firmly	held	contentions	regarding	purpose	is	partially	on	target—but	
only	partially.	A	full	response	to	the	overarching	challenge	of	“What	ought	the	purpose	
of	higher	education	be	in	the	21st	century?”	could	be:	a	renaissance	of	attention	to	the	
whole—the	full	and	greater	purposes	of	higher	education,	the	inextricable	connections	
among them, and the identification of their sources in the opportunities and culture of 
engagement	unique	to	and	inherent	in	higher	education.	The	outcomes	of	each	core	pur-
pose are linked to learning; to civic development; to preparation for meaningful life 
choices and values, including work; and to self-realization, identity, purposefulness, and 

Attending to well-being 
is to realize a fundamental 
dimension of the purpose 
of higher education!
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well-being	(see	Figure	1).	Determining	learning	outcomes	involves	consideration	of	
well-being	and	civic	outcomes;	they	are	linked	in	meaning	and	in	practice.
Amidst	the	clamor	is	the	need	to	recognize	well-being	as	an	inextricable,	but	not	sole,	

dimension	of	higher	education’s	greater	purpose.	We	know	that	on	any	campus,	a	strategy	
of attending to well-being by participation in engaged forms of learning could be emphasized, 
opportunities	made	available,	and	expectations	met	(see	the	H.	Elmendorf,	J.	Riley,	and	
N.	Lucas	&	P.	Rogers	essays;	J.	Wilson	addresses	a	special	institutional	mission).	The	
individual	learner	could	be	valued	as	a	whole	person.	If	the	campus	exhibits	clear	com-
mitments	to	what	is	beyond	it—to	some	notion	of	public	good	or	social	justice—then	
evidence	confirms	that	a	measurably	greater	expression	of	participants’	learning,	their	
civic development, and their preparation for making meaningful life choices, including 
purposeful	work,	can	be	realized.10

Colleges	and	universities	can	(and	many	do)	take	advantage	of	hard-earned	achievements	
in curricula development, in deep-learning pedagogies, and in strengthening the complexity 
and	diversity	of	their	populations.	As	reflected	in	the	hundreds	of	campuses	that	are	
recipients	of	small	grants	from	Bringing	Theory	to	Practice	and	that	subsequently	report	
the data of their initiatives and persisting work, if supported, faculty and staff want to 

broaden and deepen what it means to be engaged with 
persons and communities, ideas and discoveries, the crafted 
and the natural environment, in and out of classroom, 
directly	and	with	the	use	of	artifacts	and	technology.	
They want to provide multiple, intentional opportunities 
for engaged learning experiences and a campus culture 
that expects involvement, including opportunities for par-
ticipants to realize a deeper understanding of the connection 
of	learning	to	action.	And	if	they	are	respected,	valued	for	
what they bring to the relationship, and encouraged and 
expected to engage, students will encounter their own indi-
vidual identities and agencies, grasp their obligations beyond 
themselves to a greater good, take risks and have the resilience 
to try again, gain their own sense of purposefulness, and 
flourish	(see	T.	Seifert’s	and	C.	Ryff ’s	essays).

Students can be told that this is the purpose, that this 
is	what	the	mission	and	vision	of	the	institution	promise	them.	But	for	how	many	is	the	
promise empty? Perhaps for reasons that they did not choose to or were not expected to 
engage, higher education could seem to many learners empty and hollow save for the 
acquisition	of	the	credential.	One	can	assume	that	many	students	conclude:	If that’s all it is, 
I’ll get it for the cheapest cost or effort. I’ll find the least burdensome route to the credential.11

Realizing and connecting purposes is not asking campuses to add on or to do more; 
it is asking them to be more.	It	is	asking	them	to	be	intentional	regarding	a	renaissance	
of	full	purpose—re-distributing	resources,	altering	expectations,	and	realigning	practices	
and priorities so that learning opportunities are maximized and engagement is expected 
and	supported.	A	more	meaningful	understanding	of	costs	would	follow.	Being	respectful	
of	the	intensity	of	a	need	to	lower	costs	does	not	require	lowering	quality.	What	is	required	
is	agreement	to	debunk	the	either-or	mindset.	A	call	to	the	renaissance	of	full	purpose	is	

If they are respected, valued 
for what they bring to the 
relationship, and encouraged 
and expected to engage, 
students will encounter their 
own individual identities and 
agencies, grasp their obligations 
beyond themselves to a 
greater good, take risks and 
have the resilience to try again, 
gain their own sense of 
purposefulness, and flourish 



Well-being Essays and Provocations: Significance and Implications for Higher Education 9

not	an	appeal	to	being	irrelevant—it	is	a	strategy	for	being	more	relevant.12 The renewal 
or	renaissance	of	purpose	brings	with	it	a	radically	different	organizing	metaphor—not	
one	of	sequestration	(a	retreat	to	the	ivory	tower	in	order	to	gain,	i.e.,	receive	knowledge),	
not a simple understanding of learning as information transfer, but a complex one of 
deep and guided critical inquiry, immersion in and off campus, sometimes from but more 
often in the world, that addresses connections as well as separations, knowing and discovering 
as	relational	concepts	that	link	judgment	to	agency	in	behavior	and	future	disposition.

Such a case and its promotion could begin to change conversations: those around the 
board table, those around campus seminar tables, those around the media editorial table, 
and	those	around	the	family	kitchen	table.	Attitudes	could	be	altered	and	expectations	
changed, then policies, practices, and priorities could be changed in light of those 
expectations.	Real	problems	that	affect	the	lives	of	students	and	communities	could	be	

Figure 1. 

The GreaTer PurPoses of hiGher educaTion.

Civic Purpose
A	reciprocal	relationship	 
with human and natural 
community that respects  
and values the integrity
	and	maintenance.	
of	the	‘other’

Preparation for  
Living Meaningful 

in the World
Preparing individuals  

for purposeful choices, including 
work	and	contributing	to—being	
in	relation	to—a	positive	social	
and economic order personally 

and	collectively.

Well-Being
Establishing the connection 
of engagement to the development 
of an integrated self, capable of 
agency, serving both self-interest 
and the public good; expressed 
in	flourishing,	persistence	
and	identity	formation.

Learning and Discovery
Understanding	learning	in	terms	

of engaged relationships that 
enable acts of critical inquiry, 

memory and application, judgment 
and habits of life-long critical 

open-mindedness, and the 
self-awareness gained by both the 
risk-taking and the gratification 
gained	in	any	truly	open	inquiry.

Campus Culture 
of Engagement 
that Values the 
Outcomes of 

Necessarily Linked 
Greater Purposes
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addressed	as	central	rather	than	peripheral	topics	(see	the	J.	Riley	&	H.	Elmendorf	essay).	
Value could be placed on creating environments of safeness in which engagement, critical 
thinking,	and	academic	risk-taking	could	thrive	(see	J.	Metzl’s	essay).	Retention	could	be	
affected	positively	as	levels	of	reported	student	satisfaction	are	boosted.	Admissions	could	be	
enhanced	by	the	reality	of	the	institution’s	cultivation	of	a	context	that	is	supportive	of	
individual attention and that clearly indicates that commitment is beyond individuals to 
the	public	good—to	a	bolder	view	of	agency	(that	one	must	act	to	make	a	difference)	
that affects a more just social order, the sustainability of the planet, and the real existential 
issues	of	living	together.	Institutional	relationships	with	their	local	communities	could	
grow	and	flourish	as	intentional	and	defined	partnerships.	Faculty	and	campus	admin-
istration	could	feel	a	greater	sense	of	purpose	and	meaning	in	their	work—that	they	truly	
affect the lives of their students, create contexts for the manifestation of well-being of the 
campus,	and	imbue	culture	with	the	expectation	of	engagement	(see	the	T.	Wolf	&	A.	Rodas	
and	the	W.	Sullivan	essays).	
Given	its	history	and	culture,	the	demographic	conditions	of	its	audience,	and	the	

specific emphases of its particular mission, a campus may require re-thinking about what 
facilitates	well-being—what	manifestations	of	well-being	are	most	important	for	its	partici-
pants.	For	example,	resiliency	to	the	challenges	of	balancing	work	and	study	or	supporting	
identity formation for many who are first generation may be among the higher-order 
issues for a campus as it examines and adjusts to how opportunities for engagement 
remain	paramount—contextualized	but	necessary	(see	the	M.	Phillips,	D.	Scobey,	and	
J.	Wilson	essays).	In	her	Provocation,	Phillips	warns	of	compartmentalized	judgment	
and implicit dismissal of who the students are and the intellectual traditions they are part 
of	and	expect.	Scobey	explores	the	relevance	of	self-authorship,	its	connection	to	under-
served	students’	self-efficacy,	and	how	they	build	capacity	to	transform	the	circumstances	
that	impede	their	learning	and	well-being.	Wilson	provides	an	example	of	how	community	
well-being that is developed in a sustained campus culture directly affects individual 
well-being	and	how	students	at	historically	Black	colleges	and	universities	understand	the	
purpose	of	their	participation.
Current	discussion	of	the	Black	Lives	Matter	movement	and	related	emphases	on	social	

justice	underscore	an	emerging	sociological	analysis	of	well-being.	Such	a	view	explores,	in	
part,	the	effect	of	hegemonic	social	conditions	on	an	individual’s	sense	of	self-worth,	
identity,	and	purposefulness.	Enduring	conditions	of	racism,	poverty,	and	political	and	
social	oppression	reinforce	the	barriers	to	actualization	and	being	well.13

the PAthWAys to ChAnge

Even if greater purposes and their realization in ascertainable outcomes are theoretically 
clear, what are the manifestations and expressions of well-being that connect to strategic 
changes? How do they become more widely appreciated, evidence-based, and thereby 
capable of directing expectations from broad audiences of those involved or those who will 
be	involved?	And	if	well-being	is	an	implicit	dimension	of	higher	education,	what	explains	
the expressed tension when those on campus are being asked to consider attending to the 
well-being of its constituents? 

These matters are complex; however, the route to credibility, the path to change, has all 
to	do	with	convincing	those	now	within	the	academy—with	a	theoretical	and	compelling	
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rationale that cuts across disciplines and is reinforced with established evidence of  
successes—that	practices	crafted	on	individual	campuses	by	their	engaged	constituents	 
are	rewarded	for	being	so	engaged.	

…higher education does more than give students the skills and capacities to be 
productive members of the workforce. It gives them the confidence, the self-esteem, 
and sense of purpose that will enable them to find meaning in their lives and 
careers. These outcomes can seem foreign to faculty until the idea of empowerment in 
the classroom, or the idea that students should take ownership of their learning is 
raised. We often disconnect the assessment of student learning from the very outcomes 
that could be the most predictive of student success: the confidence and perseverance 
to want to stay in school, to want to take on an internship, to stay the path of 
graduation. What if the connection of learning to student development in well-being 
wasn’t just the purview of student affairs? What if how learning helps students 
feel about themselves and others is what matters most?”14 

The essays in Well-Being and Higher Education collectively present an argument for 
change that gives priority to and support for those experiences that make learning and 
well-being	connected	objectives.	The	essays	can	be	used	at	institutions	of	all	types	as	the	
campuses shapes their own agendas and take positive, affordable, and purposeful steps 
on	their	own	paths—their	own	arcs	of	change—connecting	theory	to	practice	and	moving	
within	their	own	histories	and	cultures	to	make	and	assess	changes.15

Along	those	arcs	of	change,	institutions,	faculty,	students,	their	families	and	communities	
will	be	examining	what	affects	their	thinking	and	steps	of	action.	Some	of	those	steps	
may result from addressing or debunking unsupported categorizations or assumptions 
(myths),	some	of	which	are	found	in	prevailing	narratives.	

Myth 1: There is an irreducible and categorical distinction between the cognitive and 
the non-cognitive (thought and feelings) and the related sub-myth that the academic is 
wholly	separated	from	the	non-academic.	Thus,	faculty	and	academic	affairs	are	structurally	
separated	from	student	services	and	student	affairs.

Myth 2: Learning takes place only or primarily in the class room, and engaged learning 
opportunities are constructed only, or primarily, by faculty,

Myth 3:	Learning	is	deepened	by	developing	only	vertical	content.	Rather,	the	axes	
of	learning	are	multiple.	Vertical	axes	champion	disciplines	and	authorities	expressing,	
if	not	controlling,	their	boundaries.	Horizontal	axes	champion	relational	interactions,	
interdependencies,	and	the	inter-disciplinary.	Deepened learning means exploring the concep-
tual	landscape	and	discovering	connections,	rarely	boundaries.	It	means	that	deepening	by	
association	and	connection	require	collaboration—learning,	finding,	or	seeing	in	relation	
to	what	others	find	or	see.

Myth 4:	Learning	and	action	are	independent.	Rather,	they	are	more	often	interdependent.	
Theory	links	to	practice;	knowing	obliges	learner	to	act.	It	is	the	ethical	imperative	of	
learning and part of why higher education connects the learner to acting in order to achieve a 
common	good.	For	instance,	it	is	why	we,	with	Aristotle,	Kant,	John	Dewey,	Elizabeth	
Minnich,	Derek	Bok,	and	moral	thinkers	of	many	traditions	argue	that	it	reasonable	to	declare	
that to come to know the face of . . . . (e.g.	desperate	poverty)	is	to	adopt	the	imperative	
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to	act	to	address	it.	Directly	or	indirectly,	many	of	the	essays	in	this	volume	suggest	the	
importance of demythologizing these assumptions, questioning their veracity, weighing 
their	implications,	and	then	promoting	the	reduction	of	their	influence.	

Well-Being and Higher Education	does	not	assemble	or	prescribe	best	practices—to	do	
so would generalize the unique character of each institution of higher education and 
undermine our argument that learning, well-being, civic engagement, and preparation 
for	living	meaningfully	in	the	world	are	relational	and	contextual.	The	essays	do,	however,	
by dealing with how, why, what, and for (and by) whom	(see	the	K.	Kruger	&	S.	Gordon	
essay) present and discuss pedagogy, practices, and curricular design that help make 
manifest opportunities for campus-wide attention to the meaning, manifestations, and 
facilitation	of	well-being	that	opens	pathways	to	change.	Consider	D.	Scobey’s	presentation	
of a large category of underserved students whose well-being is rarely considered; or  
L.	Schreiner’s	detailed	account	of	the	manifestation	of	well-being	in	thriving;	or	A.	Seligsohn’s	
consideration of whether well-being can be sought in contexts of pernicious inequalities; 
or	C.	Keyes’	answer	to	the	question	“Why	well-being?”
Actual	campus	discussions	and	actions	that	attend	to	well-being	could	be	initiated	by	

asking	questions	most	relevant	to	one’s	own	campus	and	institutional	history.	Those	questions	
and the campus responses could help begin the change in the conversation on campus that 
can	result	in	real	consideration	of	and	the	taking	of	steps	of	action—even	transformation.
•	Is	student	well-being	an	explicit,	core	purpose	at this institution?	Are	well-being	

objectives linked to learning objectives?
•	Was	well-being	inadvertently	(or	perhaps	intentionally)	de-emphasized	as	a	core	

objective or aim of higher education at this institution? What specific strategies will 
make it (or return it to) an expected and achieved objective?
•	What	do	we	at this institution think that a deeper and broad understanding of well-
being	should	include?	And	in	what	contexts	can	it	be	realized—in	the	classroom,	
in relationships, in the community, through local and international engagement?
•	How	can	we	at this institution understand well-being as integrative of multiple 
dimensions	of	being	unique	as	well	as	whole,	contextually	influenced,	with	some	
elements developmental and others not?
•	What	evidence	supports	changes	in	our curricula, pedagogy, structural and practiced 

collaboration between academic and student affairs as co-educators, policies and rewards 
that would maximize opportunities and their use for well-being? What would initial 
projects	or	changes	look	like	(e.g.,	in	advising,	curricular	infusion,	participatory	and	
action-oriented research)? What would more advanced projects or changes look like? How 
would any project or change be assessed and how would the results be used and shared?

•	In what specific ways would changing the predominant conversation at our institution 
regarding well-being as a core aim result in substantive change? How would imple-
menting those changes be afforded, even if well-being were to be understood as a 
core objective?
Beyond	grounding	manifestations	of	well-being	in	the	specificity	of	a	particular	campus	

climate, the discussion of what facilitates well-being will likely move to such questions as 
the following:
•	Is	this	the	right	time	to	push	this	initiative	given	the	concerns	regarding	the	cost	of	

higher education?
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•	Can	we	maintain	conditions	of	choice	of	opportunities	for	students,	if	well-being	
is emphasized?
•	Can	we	adequately	and	efficiently	prepare	students	with	the	skills	needed	in	a	work	

force, if we broaden purposes and outcomes?
However important, if consideration is given only to questions of cost and structure, 

the institution is likely to overlook the examination and assessment of the evidence for 
well-being outcomes directly connected to learning and thereby miss how purposefulness 
does connect to why: the institution is invested in providing students with costly research 
or performance experiences; on what bases it justifies investing in radical alteration of its 
advising systems; what evidence it has that well-being is linked to learning, and is being 
achieved by maintaining or lowering the ratio of full-time students to full-time faculty, 
even when the pressure to cut is prevalent; why it invests (structurally and financially) 
in students engaging diversity and confronting their own privilege; and why it is 
important	to	connect	the	civic	value	of	a	public	good	with	the	institution’s	provision	of	
skills	need	for	meaningful	choices	such	as	work.

These are the some of the outcomes that make a difference to the education and to the 
lives	of	students.	Intentional	connection	of	learning	and	well-being	outcomes	results	in	
campus consideration of how the most effective of the opportunities could be scaled and 
given	priority.	They	would	not	be	add-ons	to	what	is	already	done	or	offered;	they	would	
result	in	the	institution	being	more—providing	a	campus	climate	of	engagement	and	
opportunities	to	connect	deeper	learning	and	the	well-being	of	all	students.15

Planning change and planning for	change	are	defining	features	of	any	organization.	
Changes	can	be	stimulated	by	directional	nudges,	or	they	can	be	cataclysmic.	They	can	
be characterized as the result of bottom-up activities (a groundswell or grassroots effort) or 
the	championing	of	a	committed	few.	They	can	be	the	result	of	top-down	declarations	
or	adopted	policies.	Change	is	contextualized.	For	many	within	higher	education,	we	have	
seen changes occur effectively when they draw their source from and connect to prevailing 
institutional	values	deeply	rooted	in	its	culture.	
Historically,	external	factors	have	significantly	affected	institutional	change.	The	

passing	of	the	Morrill	Act,	the	GI	Bill,	the	1965	Higher	Education	Act,	the	Carnegie	
Commission	Report,	and	many	other	very	public	declarations	shaped	purpose	and	sup-
ported	change	within	and	outside	of	higher	education.	And	clearly,	increases	or	decreases	
in	Federal	funding,	aid	policy,	State	support,	and	philanthropic	support,	have	been	relevant	if	
not	decisive	to	institutions	making	change.	Not	to	be	overlooked,	however,	are	changes	
that	are	stimulated	and	supported	internally—the	pebble	in	the	pond	that	results	in	waves	
of	influence.	They	have	an	effect.	Those	effects	often	contribute	to	conversations	that	
when	reinforced	lead	to	altered	expectations—expectations	of	families	for	their	children,	
expectations of what constitutes a career or a profession, expectations and aspirations of 
how	the	institution	should	be	promoted	and	evaluated.16

The	essays	that	follow	contribute	to	altering	prevailing	conversations.	They	include	
examination of a model for understanding change in the enterprise of higher education by 
comparison	to	the	dynamic	of	change	in	the	enterprise	of	health	care	(see	E.	Lister	essay).	
Others	present	the	use	of	the	curriculum	and	technological	innovation	to	alter	conversations	
and	expectations	among	faculty	(see	P.	Leyden’s	look	into	the	future	and	the	C.	Schneider	
essay).	Some	voices	of	those	leading	the	discussion	of	the	role	of	technology	in	creating	
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change (one of the disruptive forces common now in why higher education must change) 
present a view that sees disaggregation as a paradigm for learning that is in a struggle for 
prioritization	with	an	integrative	paradigm	for	learning.	Who	is	lined	up	on	either	side	
of	such	a	tension	of	paradigms,	and	is	there	a	prospect	of	resolution	(see	the	R.	Bass	essay)?	
Change	in	higher	education	may	be	seen	and	understood	not	simply	as	adjusting	to	

disruptive forces, but also as a result of using a strategy of collective conversations to 
champion a renaissance of its greater purposes, the power and appeal of those greater purposes, 
and	the	necessity	to	attend	to	their	actualization.

being “More”: finAl Words regArding CoMMunity  
And institutionAl Well-being

Institutional	or	campus	well-being	can	mean	seeing	the	community	also	as	a	construct—
not some thing of physical description, not something static, but an organic and developing 
whole that exhibits dimensions of its relational character, including how the actions of its 
members	connect	to	its	purposes	and	values.	Institutional well-being can also be understood 
as	an	expression	of	its	engagement—the	internal	opportunities	it	provides	to	its	participants	
and	the	patterns	of	its	engagement	to	the	external	community.
An	institution’s	commitment	to	well-being	is	exhibited	by	having	connections	with	

multiple communities be present and involved in the accounting of real and difficult 
matters—locally,	nationally,	and	well	beyond.	The	well-being	institution	serves	to	encourage	
students and faculty to welcome being challenged, to persist in addressing those challenges, 
and most importantly, to be open to receiving something as opposed to thinking they 
are	offering	something—replacing	privilege	with	the	humility	of	valuing	and	respecting	
diversity	and	difference.

There are multiple manifestations of the well-being of the institution, and they could 
be documented well beyond the dashboard of conventional comparative characteristics 
with	peer	and	aspiration	institutions.	They	should	include	indicators	of	where	and	when	
the institution offers opportunities for deep learning and engagement, where and when 
students are expected to risk taking challenges and considering contrarian ideas, and 
how	offices	and	services	function	collaboratively.	A	prima facie obligation of the well-being 
institution is to craft challenging, frequent, and persistent opportunities for learners to be 
in relation to facts, evidence, risks, doubts, others, difference, the community, alternatives, 
the	conventional	and	the	contrarian,	and	the	expanding	boundaries	of	what	counts	as	real.	
To	cultivate	the	learner’s	expectations	to	be	so	engaged	and	to	value	that	engagement	are	
central	to	the	institution’s	mission—its	purposes.
An	institution	attending	to	the	fullness	of	its	purposes,	including	well-being,	can	

be	a	place	connected	and	a	place	apart.	It	can	understand	and	value	its	connections	to	
community, connections that are reciprocal and beneficial to both, and it can have the capacity 
and courage when needed to be apart from what is accepted as conventional to, indeed, 
critique	it—the	courage	to	support	engaged	contrarians.

The biochemist who sees the importance of using class or lab time to engage students 
in understanding what is at stake in why certain research is supported or sponsored and 
others	is	not	is	civically	engaged.	The	mathematics	faculty	member	determining	how	to	
mathematically express the pace of drug absorption by liver tissue explicitly connects 
learning and well-being as much as the community member or college counselor who 
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guides	a	student	to	persist	through	a	failure.	These	examples	are	often	thought	to	be	on	
the	periphery—not	to	be	at	the	core	of	the	purpose	of	higher	education—nice	but	not	
essential.	The	argument	of	this	volume	of	essays,	however,	offers	an	understanding	of	the	
viable and important strategies of engagement in learning, research, teaching, advising, acting, 
and serving that are at the core, that serve the full purposes of higher education, that place 
the	institution	in	the	lives	of	its	students	and	in	the	life	of	the	community.	Such	deep	and	
guided critical inquiry, immersion in and off campus, sometimes from but more often in 
the world, addresses connections as well as separations, knowing and discovering, links 
judgment	to	agency	in	behavior	and	in	the	future	disposition	of	its	constituents.

The well-being institution can be a context in which students, 
faculty,	and	the	community	flourish—they	are	parts of some-
thing greater, but they retain their identities as members of 
a	partnership	capable	and	critical,	supportive	and	contrarian.	
The external community understands the intent and promise 
of	being	a	partner	in	a	meaningful	collaboration—to	create,	
sustain, and evaluate opportunities and experiences of full 
engagement—independent,	not	tokenized,	not	an	object	of	
good will for volunteers, not the recipient of noblesse oblige but 
a	partner	engaging	purposefully	with	another.	The	community	
is a partner and has its own integrity, identity, and value; 
engagement is the vehicle of connection for institution and 
community	to	be	well.
Granted,	the	work	is	hard—how	to	provide	multiple	opportunities	for	relational	

engagement from first to final years? How to make these opportunities available for dis-
tinguishable	sets	of	students—part-time,	first	generation,	or	international?	How	can	
technology enhance relational engagement and sense of personal agency and identity? 
How to ensure that students expect to connect campus experiences to off-campus forms 
of engagement? How to offer opportunities for signature work that reveals greater 
understanding and possible action? How to insist on honoring the integrity of partners 
in the community? 
But	the	dominant	challenge	will	be	to	develop	the	means	to	provide	the	more in the 

promise	of	higher	education—to	establish	why	this	effort	is	valuable	in	deeper	and	more	
lasting	ways.	And	how,	as	educators	and	as	a	community,	do	we	guide	students	to	realize	
such	promise	in	their	own	lives	and	future	communities?	A	university	can	beat	the	drum	of	
why and how it can in its policies, and in its practices be more—not	less.	More that is not 
the result of addition but the result of realigning, relying upon the relational features of 
higher	education’s	full	purposes,	championing	how	higher	learning	is	inextricably	connected	
to the civic, to well-being and the forming of greater purposefulness and self-identity, 
to	exploring	the	larger	world	and	what	it	will	take	to	live	meaningfully	in	that	world.

To be more gives priority to justly distributed opportunities and expectations for real 
engagement	across/among	the	strands	in	the	weave	of	a	network	of	purposes—engagement	
that	is	more	than	just	available—engagement	that	is	guided	and	supported	in	the	mul-
tiple expressions of those connections, opportunities for engagement that are promised 
and	delivered.

The well-being institution 
can be a context in which 
students, faculty, and the 
community flourish—they are 
parts of something greater, 
but they retain their identities 
as members of a partnership 
capable and critical, 
supportive and contrarian
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1
Essay

Measuring and Improving  
the Effect of Higher Education  

on subjective Well-Being
John Bronsteen

Why go to College? The	most	common	reason	may	well	be	to	improve	one’s	life. 
To	be	sure,	that	is	not	the	only	possible	reason.	For	example,	people	might	think	college	
will	help	them	contribute	to	improving	others’	lives,	or	they	might	think	learning	has	
some	sort	of	inherent	value	independent	of	its	capacity	to	improve	anyone’s	life.	Still,	at	
least one major aspect of the value of higher education is surely its potential to enhance 
the	quality	of	life	of	those	who	receive	that	education.	That	aspect	is	my	focus	here.

I would like to discuss how to measure and improve the effect of higher education on 
students’	lifetime	well-being.1 To do that, I will start by considering what well-being is 
and	how	it	can	be	measured.	Then	I	will	describe	the	obstacles	to	drawing	causal	inferences	
about the effect of higher education on well-being, before giving a brief overview of the 
existing	data	on	that	connection.	Finally,	I	will	make	suggestions	about	how	higher	education	
might	be	changed	to	improve	its	effect	on	students’	lifetime	well-being.

MeAsuring the effeCt of higher eduCAtion on subjeCtive Well-being

The	project	of	learning	how	college	affects	people’s	quality	of	life	is,	unfortunately,	quite	
difficult.	For	one	thing,	we	need	to	know	what	we	are	trying	to	measure,	i.e.,	what	quality	
of	life	is	in	the	first	place.	Once	we	know	that,	we	need	to	find	a	way	to	measure	it.	
Finally,	we	need	to	figure	out	how	it	is	affected	by	college	attendance.	Let	us	consider	
those	three	challenges	in	order.

What Is Well-Being?
If we want to know how college affects well-being, then it would be helpful to know 
what	well-being	is.	The	common	philosophical	definition	of	the	term	well-being,	a	term	
often used interchangeably with terms such as quality of life or especially in economics 
welfare,	is	how	well	a	person’s	life	is	going	for	her.2	But	what	does	it	mean	for	someone’s	
life	to	be	going	well?	About	thirty	years	ago,	Derek	Parfit	famously	provided	a	taxonomy	
of	the	three	different	answers	that	are	most	often	given	to	that	question.3 The first is that 
someone	has	well-being	to	the	extent	that	she	is	happy.	In	this	case,	happiness	is	typi-
cally	understood	to	mean	something	such	as	feeling	good,	such	that	a	person’s	lifetime	
well-being would be the sum of her aggregate positive and negative feelings throughout 
her	life.	The	second	answer	is	that	someone	has	well-being	to	the	extent	that	she	satisfies	
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her	preferences,	that	is,	gets	what	she	wants.	And	the	third	answer	is	that	someone	has	
well-being to the extent that she possesses certain objective indicators such as good 
health.	More	recently,	a	fourth	answer	has	emerged	in	the	form	of	neo-Aristotelian	theo-
ries that say someone has well-being to the extent that she has virtue and/or to the extent 
that	she	perfects	distinctively	human	capabilities	such	as	the	ability	to	think	rationally.4

Thus, measuring the effect of higher education on well-being means measuring the 
effect	of	higher	education	on	people’s	felt	happiness,	or	on	the	extent	to	which	people	
get what they want, or on the extent to which they have certain objective goods such as 
health,	or	on	the	extent	to	which	they	have	virtue	or	cultivate	human	capabilities.	

Which is it?
This	isn’t	the	place	to	resolve	that	deep	question,	but	because	my	topic	involves	measuring	
well-being, I will say something about the different relative strengths and weaknesses of 
these	theories	in	terms	of	their	capacity	to	supply	measurable	proxies	for	well-being.	I	now	
turn	to	that	topic.

The Relative Capacity of Each Theory to Measure Well-Being 
Whatever	well-being	is,	we	can’t	find	out	how	it	is	affected	by	college	unless	we	can	measure	
it.	And	some	theories	of	well-being	are	much	easier	to	measure	than	others.	To	under-
stand how one might go about measuring preference satisfaction, objective indicators of 
well-being such as health, or levels of experiential happiness, we need to look a bit more 
closely	at	exactly	what	each	theory	claims	well-being	is.
Let’s	start	with	preference	theories.	These	are	the	favored	theories	of	economists,	who	

typically assume that preference satisfaction means getting what you want and that what 
you	want	is	revealed	by	the	choices	you	make.	These	economists	believe	that	well-being	
must	be	revealed	by	one’s	choices	(and/or	one’s	stated	preferences—what	people	say	they	

want) because to label well-being anything else would be to 
substitute	someone	else’s	judgment	for	the	judgment	of	the	
person	herself.	If	Ashley	chooses	to	buy	a	chair,	then	accord-
ing to the standard economic view, we have to assume the 
chair increases her well-being because otherwise we are tell-
ing	her	what’s	good	for	her	instead	of	letting	her	decide	for	
herself,	and	that	would	be	paternalistic	or	even	oppressive.	
In addition, equating well-being with preference satisfaction 
makes it easy to measure well-being because money can be 
used	as	a	proxy	for	the	ability	to	get	what	one	wants.
All	of	this	may	sound	good,	but	unfortunately	there	is	a	

problem with it that is so big as to be decisive: People make 
mistakes.	If	I	choose	to	eat	an	apple,	but	I	don’t	know	the	

apple	is	poisoned,	then	it	would	be	crazy	to	say	that	eating	the	apple	improves	my	well-being.5 
Yet	the	view	that	well-being	is	choices	(revealed	preferences)	says	just	that.	Not	only	is	such	
a theory obviously untenable, but also its untenability is widely understood by philoso-
phers,	psychologists,	and	the	general	public.	Everyone	knows	that	people	often	lack	
information, and thus we all expect our democratically elected governments to protect 
us	from	potential	mistakes	we	would	make.	This	is	why	there	are	health	and	safety	
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regulations, social insurance programs, and countless other policies aimed at improving 
people’s	well-being.	In	many	cases,	such	policies	are	obviously	not	oppressive	and	enhance	
well-being	greatly.
Thus,	philosophers	who	believe	that	well-being	is	preference-satisfaction—and	there	

have	been	many	such	philosophers,	including	prominent	ones	such	as	John	Rawls6—
believe	that	well-being	is	not	people’s	actual	choices	but	rather	the	choices	they	would	
make if they had perfect information (or at least some amount of information that no one 
could	actually	have	in	real	life).	And	when	preference	theorists	are	interested	in	measuring	
well-being in real-life circumstances, they often assume that revealed preferences (what 
people do) or stated preferences (what people say they want) are decent proxies for idealized 
preferences	(what	people	would	want	if	they	knew	everything).
There	is,	however,	no	support	for	that	last	assumption.	And	indeed	there	cannot	be	

any support for it because it is impossible to know what people would want if they knew 
everything.	As	Connie	Rosati	has	noted,	“no	actual	person	could	be	fully	informed,	it	
appears,	without	violating	laws	of	psychology	and	physiology.”7 It is impossible to know 
everything	or	even	to	know	all	the	information	relevant	to	a	decision.	The	world	is	far	
too	complicated,	and	our	brains	are	far	too	small,	for	such	knowledge.
Does	that	matter?	Actually,	it	matters	a	tremendous	amount.	When	someone	makes	a	

choice,	she’s	really	making	a	guess	about	whether	that	choice	will	turn	out	to	be	good	for	her.	
To know whether it was good for her, we need to know something much different from the 
mere	fact	that	she	chose	it.	We	need	to	know	how	things	turned	out.	This	is	what	she would 
have	known	if	she’d	had	perfect	information,	but	no	one	can	ever	have	perfect	information.
Let	me	be	clear:	as	a	policy	matter,	it’s	very	often	best	to	let	people	choose	what	they	

want.	Among	other	things,	freedom	may	have	value	not	just	as	a	contributor	to	well-being,	
but	also	independent	of	well-being.	But	my	task	here	is	to	analyze	the	effect	of	college	
on	well-being,	and	to	do	that	I	have	started	by	considering	what	well-being	is.	So	it	is	
relevant	for	me	to	note	the	obvious	point	that	well-being	is	not	people’s	actual	choices,	
and	thus	that	it	is	not	the	amount	of	money	people	have	to	effectuate	those	choices.
There	is	also	no	reason	to	believe	that	people’s	actual	choices	are	good	approximations	

for	what	they	would	have	chosen	if	they’d	known	everything.	Even	small	amounts	of	
additional	information	often	change	people’s	preferences	radically,	so	perfect	information	
(which	is	an	amount	of	knowledge	no	one	can	even	imagine	having)	could	reverse	people’s	
preferences	entirely	or	change	them	in	any	of	countless	unpredictable	ways.	We	simply	
have	no	idea	what	people’s	fully	informed	preferences	would	be,	and	it	is	impossible	to	
find	that	out	or	even	to	make	any	sort	of	approximation	or	educated	guess.
So	if	well-being	is	fully	informed	preferences—what	people	would	want	if	they	knew	

everything—then	well-being	is	impossible	to	measure	or	even	to	approximate.
Therefore, if measuring the effect of college on well-being is our goal, then let us hope 

that well-being is not the satisfaction of fully informed preferences but instead that well-
being	is	happiness,	or	objective	goods,	or	something	else.	For	the	same	reasons,	this	
should	be	one’s	hope	if	one	aims	to	measure	the	effect	of	anything	on	well-being	or	to	
craft	policies	that	can	be	expected	with	any	degree	of	confidence	to	improve	well-being.

Let us therefore move away from preference theories to the second main theory of 
well-being,	which	says	that	well-being	is	objective	indicators	such	as	health.	Such	indicators	
may seem much easier to measure than fully informed preferences, but their measurement 
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also has a problem: The theory that well-being is such indicators leaves out a crucial piece 
of	information,	namely	how	to	commensurate	two	or	more	different	indicators.
Consider	first	a	simple,	one-item,	objective-list	theory	in	which	well-being	is	said	to	

be	how	long	a	person	lives.	That	theory	is	very	easy	to	measure,	but	of	course	it	is	also	
false:	Sally’s	life	goes	better	for	her	if	she	lives	80	happy	years	than	if	she	lives	80	sad	
years,	despite	the	fact	that	her	longevity	is	the	same	either	way.	The	two	versions	of	her	
life	do	not	have	equal	well-being	simply	because	they	are	equally	long.
Objective	theories	can	account	for	that	problem	by	adding	other	list	items.	An	objective	

theory might say, for example, that well-being is a combination of things such as life, 
bodily health, bodily integrity, senses, imagination, thought, emotions, practical reason, 
affiliation,	[relationship	with]	other	species,	play,	and	control	over	one’s	environment.8 
But	then	the	question	becomes	how	to	commensurate those different list items, that is, 
how	to	weigh	them	against	one	another	on	a	single	scale.	Is	someone	better	off	if	she	has	
a bit more health but one less close friend or vice versa? Without a way to analyze those 
tradeoffs, an objective list theory cannot tell us how to measure well-being in almost any 
real-world	situation.	Such	a	theory	tells	us	that	someone	is	better	off	if	she	has	more	of	a	
list	item	than	less	of	it,	all	else	being	equal,	but	all	else	is	virtually	never	equal.	If	the	
answer is that we must simply use our intuition in each case, then the objective list theory 
has	done	us	little	or	no	good.	(After	all,	the	point	of	having	a	theory	is	to	reduce	reliance	
on	intuition	so	that	when	two	peoples’	intuitions	differ,	their	difference	of	opinion	is	not	
irreconcilable.)	If	we	are	going	to	say,	“Well-being	is	objective	goods,	and	when	there	is	a	
tradeoff among those goods, then well-being is what people intuit it to be in any given 
case,”	then	we	might	as	well	acknowledge	that	there	is	always	a	tradeoff	and	therefore	say	
more	simply,	“Well-being	is	whatever	people	intuit	well-being	to	be	in	any	given	case,”	
thereby	abandoning	the	pretension	that	the	objective	list	theory	is	doing	any	work.
Given	the	seeming	impossibility	of	measuring	well-being	according	to	preference	theories	

or	objective	list	theories,	let	us	briefly	consider	the	so-called	eudaimonic	theories,	that	is,	
the	neo-Aristotelian	theories.	At	the	risk	of	offending	many	brilliant	scholars	who	find	
such theories attractive, let me say this: If there is actually any such thing as a eudaimonic 
theory	of	well-being,	I	do	not	know	what	it	is	or	could	be.9	Consider,	for	example,	a	theory	
saying	that	well-being	is	taking	pleasure	in	virtuous	or	worthwhile	pursuits.10 Such a theory 
would	dictate	that	if	Jim	watches	mindless	television	and	takes	pleasure	in	it,	then	Jim	has	
no	more	well-being	than	if	he	watches	mindless	television	and	is	made	miserable	thereby.	
This	cannot	be	right.	No	matter	how	worthless	or	unvirtuous	an	activity	is,	it	is	still	better	
for the person doing it if (all else being equal) that person enjoys the activity than if that 
person	is	made	miserable	by	the	activity.

So well-being is clearly connected to enjoyment, but any connection to virtue or to 
perfecting	human	capacities	seems	far	less	plausible.	And	if	the	claim	is	that	well-being	
does involve nonvirtuous pleasures but that it also has a component of virtue that is 
unconnected with pleasure, then that claim suffers from the same problem noted above 
about	objective	list	theories.	To	wit:	Such	a	theory	would	need	some	metric	for	commen-
surating	the	different	components	it	says	comprise	well-being	(e.g.,	virtue	and	pleasure).	
Is someone better off with a bit more virtue and a bit less pleasure or vice versa? If the 
only way to answer such questions is intuition, then the theory might as well say simply 
that	well-being	is	whatever	one	intuits	well-being	to	be	in	any	situation.	In	other	words,	
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the	theory	might	as	well	be	the	absence	of	a	theory.	With	apologies	for	the	harshness	of	
the following statement, I believe that once anyone spells out what a eudaimonic theory 
of	well-being	is,	then	it	tends	to	become	obvious	that	such	a	theory	does	not	make	sense.
Finally,	let	us	consider	the	hedonic	theories—the	ones	saying,	as	Jeremy	Bentham	

does,	that	well-being	is	happiness	(which	in	turn	means	feeling	good).11	At	a	glance,	
happiness might seem much more difficult to measure than either preference-satisfaction 
or	objective	goods	because	happiness	is	an	internal	feeling.	It	may	seem	that	we	can	
observe	whether	someone	has	objective	goods	like	health	or	that	we	can	infer	people’s	
preferences	from	their	choices.	But	as	I	have	explained,	preferences	and	objective	goods	
are	far	more	opaque	than	they	seem.	Fortunately,	happiness	may	be	less opaque than it 
seems.	Psychologists	have	demonstrated	that	people’s	in-the-moment	self-reports	of	their	
own happiness levels are valid and reliable indicators of how good those people actually 
feel.	In	other	words,	if	we	simply	ask	people	how	happy	they	
are,	their	answers	reflect	their	true	levels	of	happiness.
How	could	such	a	thing	be	tested?	Consider	an	analogy:	

the way a researcher might determine whether a scale gives 
accurate	measurements	of	weight.	To	do	this,	the	researcher	
would start by performing tests and retests, putting the same 
object on the scale multiple times and observing whether the 
scale	 gives	 the	 same	 reading	 each	 time.12 The researcher 
might also re-weigh the object after adding and subtracting 
some weight from it to see whether the scale accounts for 
those	changes.	And	the	researcher	might	compare	the	scale’s	
readouts to those of other scales, especially in cases where 
many other different kinds of seemingly well-made scales 
give	readouts	that	agree	with	one	another.

The happiness data have been tested in similar ways with 
encouraging	results.	Studies	of	people’s	self-reported	happiness	have	been	replicated	with	
high	test-retest	reliability	(i.e.,	similar	outcomes13 and levels of self-reported happiness 
correlate	with	levels	of	happiness	as	measured	by	criteria	such	as	others’	reports14 and 
neurological15 and 16	indicators.	Moreover,	people’s	self-reported	happiness	behaves	in	
ways	that	make	sense.	For	example,	people’s	happiness	initially	decreases	when	they	suf-
fer serious injuries, whereas their happiness initially decreases by a smaller amount when 
they suffer less serious injuries17 To be sure, there have also been some surprising results, 
such	as	people’s	capacity	to	adapt	over	time	to	both	positive	and	negative	life	events	and	
people’s	failures	to	predict	their	own	adaptation.18	But	so	much	evidence	supports	the	
validity	of	the	data	that	those	few	surprises	have	been	taken	by	psychologists	to	reflect	
unexpected	truths	rather	than	reasons	to	reject	the	studies.
Better	yet,	studies	of	self-reported	happiness	continue	to	improve.	The	ideal	way	to	test	

people’s	happiness	is	to	ask	them	to	rate	how	they	feel	at	random	moments	during	the	
day because people are far better at reporting how they feel right now than they are at 
remembering	how	they	felt	or	predicting	how	they	will	feel	at	some	other	time.	Two	separate	
scholars,	Matthew	Killingsworth	and	George	MacKerron,	have	each	created	smartphone	apps	
that	beep	people	at	such	random	moments	and	prompt	them	to	record	their	happiness	levels.19 
(In	return,	the	apps	provide	analyses	of	users’	happiness.)	Those	apps	have	generated	millions	
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of	data	points	about	people’s	happiness,	and	as	psychologists	analyze	those	data	in	the	
coming	years,	their	understanding	of	happiness	will	increase	yet	further.
The	measurability	of	happiness	is	enormously	important	for	several	reasons.	First,	if	

well-being is happiness, then the data on happiness provide 
valid	and	reliable	indicators	of	well-being.	Those	data	can	be	
used to understand the effects on happiness of not only edu-
cation,	but	also	of	health,	wealth,	work,	and	so	on.	They	can	
even be used to help craft governmental policies aimed at 
improving	people’s	quality	of	life.20 Second, even if well-being 
is not happiness, the different theories of well-being may well 
converge	in	many	real-world	cases.	For	example,	people’s	prefer-
ences	are	often	to	be	happy.21	And	objective	list	items	such	as	
health	often	contribute	mightily	to	happiness.	In	fact,	happiness	
may well be the best way to adjudicate between competing 
objective	factors.	For	example,	if	we	want	to	know	whether	a	
person benefits more from improved health or from improved 
relationships with loved ones, the answer may well be whichever 
one	makes	the	person	happier.

Thus, the happiness data are not only a good proxy for 
happiness itself, but also they may well be the best available 

proxy for the other	theories	of	well-being—preferences	and	objective	lists.	This	is	especially	so	
because it is not clear what, if any, other proxies can credibly be used to measure well-being 
according	to	those	other	theories.

Drawing Causal Inferences
For	the	reasons	given	in	the	previous	section,	I	believe	that	happiness	data	provide	the	best	
way	to	measure	the	correlation	between	well-being	and	higher	education.	Still,	it	is	worth	
voicing an obvious but still crucial note of caution about any method of such measure-
ment:	Correlation	is	not	causation.	And	drawing	causal	inferences	from	correlation	is	often	
extremely	difficult	and	error-prone.	Yes,	doing	so	is	sometimes	necessary	and	the	best	available	
option,	but	the	limitations	of	this	approach	are	nonetheless	important	to	keep	in	mind.

When measuring the effect of college on well-being, what we really want to know is 
this:	If	Jim	is	a	typical	person,	what	is	the	difference	between	(a)	Jim’s	lifetime	well-being	
if he were to go to college and (b)	Jim’s	lifetime	well-being	if	he	were	not	to	go	to	college?	
In pursuing the answer, one must confront a major obstacle: the impossibility of running 
Jim’s	life	twice.	Without	being	able	to	do	that,	we	can	never	know	for	sure	whether	he	
would	have	had	more	well-being	with	or	without	college.	Either	he	goes	to	college	or	he	
doesn’t,	so	even	if	we	can	measure	his	lifetime	well-being	perfectly,	we	will	learn	only	
half	of	what	we	need	to	know.
On	the	bright	side,	Jim	isn’t	the	only	person	we	can	observe.	Many	people	go	to	college,	

whereas	many	others	don’t,	so	we	can	compare	those	two	groups	in	order	to	draw	inferences	
about	the	effect	of	college	on	well-being.	But	those	inferences	are	imperfect.	What	we	
really	want	to	know	is	what	each	individual’s	well-being	would	have	been	with	or	with-
out	college,	and	comparing	those	who	went	to	college	with	those	who	didn’t	is	merely	a	
proxy	for	that	information.

If well-being is happiness, 
then the data on happiness 
provide valid and reliable 
indicators of well-being. 
Those data can be used to 
understand the effects on
 happiness of not only 
education, but also of health, 
wealth, work, and so on. 
They can even be used to 
help craft governmental 
policies aimed at improving 
people’s quality of life



Measuring	and	Improving	the	Effect	of	Higher	Education	on	Subjective	Well-Being	 27

How	good	a	proxy	it	is	depends	on	the	way	we	compare	members	of	each	group—
those	who	go	to	college	and	those	who	don’t.	For	example,	consider	the	simplest	approach:	
measuring the well-being of college attendees,22 measuring the well-being of non-college 
attendees,	and	comparing	the	average	levels	of	well-being	for	both	groups.	This	would	
tell us whether those who attend college have higher, lower, or the same levels of well-being 
as	those	who	don’t.	But	it	wouldn’t	tell	us	the	effect	of	college	on	people’s	well-being	
because the two groups may be different in ways other than college attendance, and the 
levels	of	well-being	within	groups	may	be	attributable	to	those	other	differences.	For	
example, suppose it turns out that people are more likely to go to college if they are 
genetically	predisposed	to	be	happy	than	if	they	are	genetically	predisposed	to	be	sad.	
This would mean that college-goers are happier than others, but that would not be because 
college	has	any	effect	on	their	happiness.	(As	discussed	above,	I	am	focusing	on	happiness	
because the hedonic theory of well-being is most measurable and because happiness is 
clearly at least one	crucial	component	of	well-being	on	any	plausible	theory.)

This concern is not merely hypothetical because there are many known differences on 
average	between	the	people	who	go	to	college	and	the	people	who	don’t.	Those	differences	
make	it	very	difficult	to	isolate	the	effects	of	college.	To	take	just	one	of	many	examples,	
people who go to college are raised, on average, by parents with higher incomes than 
those	of	the	parents	of	people	who	don’t	go	to	college.	Parental	income	might	affect	life-
time well-being, so if college attendees have different well-being than non-attendees, 
that	difference	could	be	due	to	parental	income	rather	than	to	college.	Or	it	could	be	
due	to	any	of	the	other	differences	between	those	who	go	to	college	and	those	who	don’t.

Indeed, the difficulties in isolating the effect of college on well-being are equally severe 
regardless whether well-being is happiness, preference satisfaction, objective indicators, 
or	anything	else.	Consider	the	traditional	cost-benefit	analysis	of	college,	which	says	that	
college is worthwhile if it pays for itself by enabling someone to earn more money in his 
lifetime than he would have earned without it (even considering the cost of tuition and 
the	lost	earnings	during	college	years).	How	do	we	know	whether	college	pays	for	itself?	
To	know	that,	we	really	want	to	know	whether	Jim	would	have	earned	more	money	in	
his	lifetime	if	he	went	to	college	than	if	he	didn’t.	But	Jim	lives	only	once,	so	we	can’t	know	
how	much	money	he	would	have	earned	in	both	scenarios	and	compare	them.	We	can	
compare the lifetime earnings of those to go to college with the lifetime earnings of 
those	who	don’t,	but	the	difference	can	be	attributed	to	college	only	if	the	groups	are	
otherwise	the	same.	Perhaps	the	college	attendees	earn	more	in	their	lifetimes	not	because	
they go to college but because, for example, they come from higher-income families in 
the	first	place.

If parental income were the only difference between those who go to college and 
those	who	don’t,	there	would	be	a	solution	to	our	problem.	We	could	simply	compare	
the lifetime well-being of non-college attendees whose parents have a certain level of 
income with the lifetime well-being of college attendees whose parents have that same 
level	of	income.	But	parental	income	is	not	the	only	difference	between	attendees	and	
non-attendees.	There	are	all	sorts	of	other	differences,	and	some	of	them	cannot	easily	be	
disentangled	from	college	attendance.	For	example,	suppose	we	compare	Jill,	who	went	
to	college,	with	Jack,	who	did	not.	Each	of	them	comes	from	a	household	with	earnings	
of	$50,000	per	year.	And	let	us	suppose	that	they	also	share	many	other	demographic	
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similarities,	and	that	they	have	the	same	level	of	genetic	predisposition	toward	happiness.	
If one of them has greater lifetime well-being (whatever well-being is) than the other, could 
we not then attribute the difference to the fact that only one of them went to college?
Unfortunately,	the	answer	is	no.	We	need	to	ask	why,	if	Jack	and	Jill	are	so	similar,	

one	attended	college	whereas	the	other	didn’t.	If	the	answer	were	random	chance,	then	
we	could	isolate	the	effects	of	college	on	well-being.	But	random	chance	probably	isn’t	
the	answer.	Maybe	Jill’s	parents	placed	more	value	than	did	Jack’s	parents	on	academic	
accomplishments	or	on	certain	measures	of	success.	Or	maybe	Jill	was	more	driven	or	
ambitious	than	Jack.	Or	maybe	she	simply	enjoyed	school	more	than	he	did.	There	are	
countless possible reasons that one person might go to college whereas another might not, 
and	those	reasons	could	themselves	affect	each	person’s	lifetime	well-being.	If,	say,	the	
Jills	of	the	world	have	better	lives	than	the	Jacks,	then	we	can’t	know	whether	that’s	
because they went to college or instead because they had certain other characteristics 
that made them more likely to go to college but that would have contributed to their 
well-being	whether	or	not	they	actually	went.

The ideal way to surmount this problem would be to find a situation in which college 
attendance	was	randomly	distributed	across	a	group	of	people.	For	example,	imagine	a	
large	group	of	high-school	students	who	all	have	the	credentials	to	go	to	college.	Now	
suppose	they	would	all	go	if	they	could	afford	it,	but	not	if	they	couldn’t.	If	someone	distrib-
uted grants to a random subset of that group, and if that random subset attended college 
whereas the other group members did not, then we could track and compare the lifetime 
well-being	of	those	who	went	to	college	and	those	who	didn’t	to	get	the	answer	we	seek.
A	similar	type	of	strategy	was	used	ingeniously	by	two	scholars	who	studied	the	

effects	of	a	change	in	the	minimum	age	for	mandatory	schooling.23 Such a change created 
a natural experiment in which the amount of education was determined by something 
other	than	attributes	of	the	students	in	question.	Unfortunately,	though,	that	specific	
tactic	cannot	be	used	for	higher	education	because	higher	education	is	never	mandatory.	
Still,	the	study	provides	an	example	of	the	sort	of	approach	that	would	be	ideal.	Another	
example	was	used	by	David	Card	in	the	context	of	assessing	the	effect	of	college	on	earn-
ings.24	Card	compared	students	who	grew	up	near	colleges	with	otherwise	similar	students	
who did not grow up near colleges and found that the former were more likely to go to 
college	for	geographical	reasons	that	may	have	been	random	in	the	relevant	sense.	
Although	the	true	randomness	of	those	reasons	is	still	open	to	question,	Card’s	strategy	
is another example of the sort of thing that could be fruitful in trying to draw causal 
inferences	about	the	effect	of	college	on	well-being.
One	other	form	of	data	can	also	be	helpful:	longitudinal	studies	(also	called	panel	data)	

that	are	used	to	track	specific	individuals	throughout	their	lives.	Panel	data	can	be	
extremely valuable for drawing causal inferences because such data hold constant the most 
important	thing:	the	individual	herself.	To	see	this,	suppose	we	wanted	to	know	the	
effect	of	marriage	on	happiness.	We	could	compare	the	happiness	levels	of	married	people	
to	those	of	single	people,	but	we	could	not	properly	infer	causation	from	those	numbers.	
For	all	we	know,	people	get	married	because	they	are	happy	rather	than	becoming	happy	
because	they	get	married.	However,	if	most	individuals	become	happier	upon	getting	
married than they themselves were before they got married, then the causal inference that 
marriage	increases	happiness	is	more	legitimate	to	draw.



Measuring	and	Improving	the	Effect	of	Higher	Education	on	Subjective	Well-Being	 29

Fortunately,	there	is	much	longitudinal	data	about	happiness.	Those	data	are	harder	
to use for education than for, say, income because many of the studies do not start tracking 
people	as	children.25	Some	do,	however,	and	they	have	been	used	in	studies	about	education.	
These may provide the best available evidence about the effect of higher education on 
happiness.	Even	they,	though,	require	a	couple	of	notes	of	caution.	First,	and	less	impor-
tantly	to	my	mind,	is	the	possibility	that	a	person’s	happiness	relative	to	others	at	one	
stage	of	life	is	not	revealing	about	that	person’s	happiness	relative	to	others	at	later	stages	
of	life.	In	other	words,	suppose	Jack	and	Jill	have	equal	happiness	at	age	18.	Jill	goes	to	
college	and	becomes	happier,	whereas	Jack	does	not	go	to	college	and	does	not	become	
happier.	It	seems	as	though	we	can	draw	the	inference	that	college	improved	Jill’s	happiness,	
and	perhaps	even	that	college	would	have	been	likely	to	improve	Jack’s	happiness.	Indeed,	
this	may	well	be	so.	But	it	is	also	possible	that	other	differences	between	Jack	and	Jill	
accounted for their similar happiness at age 18 and also for their divergent happiness later 
on.	For	example,	it	is	at	least	possible	that	certain	demographic	or	socioeconomic	factors	
play	a	larger	role	in	people’s	relative	happiness	at	certain	points	of	their	lives	than	at	others.	
This means that relying on panel data does not exempt us from the need to try to hold 
constant	such	other	factors	when	possible.

Second and more importantly, there is the danger that college affects people differently 
depending on the circumstances that drive them either to go to college or not to go to 
college.	Consider	this	possibility:	Suppose	the	average	college	attendee	is	surrounded	in	
high school by friends who also go on to attend college, and suppose the average non-college 
attendee	is	surrounded	in	high	school	by	friends	who	also	do	not	go	on	to	attend	college.	
It is at least possible that this means college has a different effect on those who go than it 
would	have	had	on	those	who	don’t	go.	For	example,	let’s	say	that	Allison	goes	to	college	
whereas	Bruce	doesn’t.	Allison	and	Bruce	each	report	their	happiness	level	as	5	out	of	7	
at age 18, and they each also report their happiness level at 5 out of 7 throughout their 
lives	after	college.	It	seems	from	those	data	that	college	had	no	effect	on	Allison’s	lifetime	
happiness	and	therefore	would	not	have	been	likely	to	have	any	effect	on	Bruce’s	lifetime	
happiness	if	he	had	gone	to	college.	Allison	apparently	gained	nothing	by	going	to	college,	
and	Bruce	apparently	lost	nothing	by	not	going	to	college.	But	for	all	we	know,	Allison	
would	have	been	much	less	happy	(say,	4	out	of	7)	if	she	hadn’t	gone	to	college	because	
going to college was necessary to keep up with her friends, all of whom went to college 
like	she	did.	And	for	all	we	know,	Bruce	would	have	been	much	happier	(say,	6	out	of	7)	
if he had gone to college because in that case he would have jumped ahead of his friends, 
none	of	whom	went	to	college.	(Or	perhaps	such	jumping	ahead	would	have	reduced	
Bruce’s	happiness	rather	than	increasing	it.	Either	way,	college	would	have	affected	him	
differently	from	the	way	it	affected	Allison,	even	though	he	and	she	started	and	ended	
with	equal	happiness.)	If	those	suppositions	were	true,	then	the	panel	data	would	mask	
large effects of education due to the difference between the way in which college affects 
the particular people who go and the way it would have affected the particular people 
who	don’t	go.

Still, even this problem is potentially surmountable by, for example, comparing the 
lifetime happiness of college attendees and non-attendees who went to high schools with 
similar	rates	of	college	attendance.	Albeit	imperfect,	such	an	approach	would	be	an	
example	of	the	sort	of	thing	that	could	be	done	to	address	such	a	problem.
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Not	enough	attention	has	yet	been	paid	to	the	effect	of	higher	education	on	happiness.	
But	ample	data	exist	that	could	be	used	to	analyze	that	question,	and	some	of	the	strategies	
just	discussed	could	be	used	to	deal	with	the	problems	of	causal	inference.	Until	then,	the	
best we can do is make use of studies that engage in more traditional forms of statistical 
analysis such as comparing the outcomes of college attendees with those of non-attendees 
who	are	otherwise	similar	in	as	many	measurable	ways	(such	as	parental	income)	as	possible.	
If people who have similar backgrounds end up with different levels of well-being, and if 
those different levels correlate strongly with whether the people went to college, then we can 
tentatively	draw	the	inference	that	college	is	responsible	for	at	least	some	of	the	difference.	
That inference is not certain to be correct, but virtually nothing in social science involves 
certainty.	In	this	case,	we	can	have	a	modest	level	of	confidence	in	the	results.	In	the	next	
section	I	discuss	those	results	by	briefly	surveying	the	studies	that	have	been	done	on	the	
connection	between	well-being	and	higher	education.26

The Existing Data on the Effect of Higher Education on Subjective Well-Being
Standard economic theory and conventional wisdom assert that higher education must improve 
people’s	quality	of	life.	If	it	did	not,	then	why	would	anyone	go	to	college,	much	less	pay	
vast	sums	to	do	so?	Moreover,	college	opens	opportunities	and	often	paves	the	way	for	levels	
of achievement, prestige, and income that would have been far less likely to be attained 
without	it.	Surely	these	effects	result	in	improved	well-being	for	college	attendees,	it	is	assumed.

But	empirical	studies	paint	a	far	murkier	picture.	In	1984,	
Robert Witter and his co-authors published an important 
meta-analysis of studies of the effect of education on subjec-
tive	well-being	(SWB),	that	is,	people’s	self-reported	happiness	
and	life	satisfaction.	They	concluded	that	the	research	that	
had	been	done	“does	not	reveal	any	clear	trend.”	Instead,	
“some	researchers	have	reported	a	strong	relation	between	
education	and	SWB,	whereas	others	have	found	almost	no	
relation	at	all.”27

One	could	easily	say	the	same	thing	about	the	state	of	the	
literature today, three decades after the publication of the Witter 
et	al.	paper.	Indeed,	only	twelve	years	later,	Ruut	Veenhoven	
reported that in more recent studies, investigators found a 
marked downward turn from the results reported by Witter, 

including	a	strong	correlation	between	education	and	life	satisfaction	only	in	poor	nations.	
In	rich	nations,	by	contrast,	newer	results	showed	“even	slightly	negative	correlations	
with	level	of	education.”28 In other words, college graduates were actually less happy 
than	people	with	lower	levels	of	education.
Since	then,	the	results	continue	to	be	mixed.	Although	some	researchers	found	a	sig-

nificant positive correlation between education and well-being, such as Stevenson and 
Wolfers29	and	Yakovlev	and	Daniels-Leguizamon,30 others found either no correlation or 
a	negative	correlation.	Alfred	Dockery	and	others	have	repeatedly	analyzed	Australian	
survey	data	that	show	more	educated	people	to	be	less	happy	than	less	educated	people.31 
And	in	two	different	analyses	of	data	from	the	World	Values	Survey,	one	conducted	by	
Amado	Peiró32	and	the	other	by	Ronald	Inglehart	and	Hans-Dieter	Klingemann,33 both 
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found no significant correlation between education and well-being in almost any of the 
countries	they	considered,	including	the	United	States.	Along	similar	lines,	Joop	Hartog	
and	Hessel	Oosterbeek	analyzed	Dutch	panel	data	and	reached	the	conclusion	that	the	
happiest	people	were	those	who	had	gone	to	high	school	but	not	to	college.34

Perhaps the fairest assessment of this literature can be found in the following words 
of	Alex	Michalos.	He	asks	the	question,	“Does	education	influence	happiness	and	if	so,	
how	and	how	much?”	Here	is	his	answer:	

If one defines and operationalizes (1) “education” as highest level of formal education 
attained including primary, secondary and tertiary education leading to diplomas 
and degrees, (2) “happiness” as whatever is measured by standardized single-item 
or multi-item indexes of happiness or life satisfaction, and (3) “influences” as a 
direct and positive correlation between such measures of education and happiness, 
then the answers to the basic scientific and philosophic questions are well-known. 
Given	these	definitions,	education	has	very	little	influence	on	happiness35 
(emphasis mine). 

Although	Michalos	argues	for	more	expansive	definitions	of	education,	happiness,	
and	influence,	the	ones	he	uses	in	this	paragraph	are	most	relevant	for	our	purposes.	And	
his	conclusion	accurately	sums	up	the	evidence:	“Education	has	very	little	influence	on	
happiness.”	Some	researchers	say	that	more	educated	people	are	happier,	whereas	others	
say that less educated people are happier, and still others (perhaps the majority) say that 
education	doesn’t	correlate	significantly	with	happiness	one	way	or	the	other.

Summary
The	most	measurable	theory	of	well-being—indeed,	perhaps	the	only	measurable	one—
is	the	theory	that	equates	well-being	with	happiness.	Happiness,	in	turn,	has	been	credibly	
measured via self-reports that are validated by test-retest data and by their correlations 
with	other	indicia	of	happiness	such	as	others’	reports	and	neurological	and	physiological	
measures.	A	large	body	of	work	on	these	self-reports	has	produced	much	data	on	subjective	
well-being,	and	those	data	tell	us	a	lot	about	what	makes	people	happy.

Without controlled studies or natural experiments in which college attendance is randomly 
distributed, it is impossible to draw confident conclusions about the effect of college on 
students’	lifetime	well-being.	All	we	can	do	is	look	at	correlation	and	try	to	control	for	
other	variables—a	deeply	imperfect	but	probably	still	useful	enterprise.	That	enterprise	
does	not	yield	clear	answers	about	the	likely	effect	of	college	on	people’s	well-being.	And	
unfortunately, to the extent that it does yield answers, those answers do not appear to be 
that	college	makes	people	happier.

The question, then, is how college might be changed so that it would increase most 
students’	lifetime	well-being.	I	offer	some	thoughts	about	this	question	in	the	next	section.

iMProving the effeCt of higher eduCAtion on subjeCtive Well-being

So	far,	much	of	what	I’ve	said	may	seem	disappointing.	It	is	hard	to	know	what	well-
being is, and even if we know what it is and can measure it, we may still be unable to reach 
confident	conclusions	about	college’s	effect	on	it.	And	even	if	we	could	draw	such	
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conclusions, the available data do not lend much support to the view that college actually 
makes	people	happier.

So let me make a sharp turn and say a few things in this last section that I hope will 
be	far	more	constructive	and	optimistic,	if	perhaps	a	bit	utopian.	The	data	on	happiness	
reveal a lot about what makes people better off, and it would be possible for college to 
capitalize	on	those	data	so	as	to	improve	its	effects	on	students’	lives.

What do the data tell us? The answers may seem pedestrian but are in fact vitally 
important precisely for that reason: The key to happiness is often acting on, rather than 
ignoring,	boring	facts	that	people	often	can’t	be	bothered	to	care	about.	For	example,	the	
data	indicate	that	other	than	genetic	predispositions,	what	affects	people’s	happiness	the	
most	is	whether	they	get	enough	sleep.36 The data also indicate that spending time with 
other	people—especially	eating	or	socializing	with	friends	or	family—makes	people	
much	happier	than	they	tend	to	be	otherwise.37 Exercise also increases happiness,38 as 
does	keeping	a	weekly	gratitude	journal.39	On	the	other	hand,	driving	in	traffic	is	among	
people’s	least	enjoyable	activities,40	and	they	never	adapt	to	it,	but	it’s	far	less	bad	if	
there’s	someone	else	in	the	car	for	company.	Many	of	the	yardsticks	by	which	people	
often judge their success in life, such as how much money they make41 and whether they 
have children,42	do	not	seem	to	increase	happiness.

So what does this have to do with college? Let me start with something very specific 
and	then	move	to	something	much	more	general.	The	specific	point	is	that	colleges	
could simply teach students the findings of hedonic psychology and help the students 
incorporate	those	findings	into	their	lives.	To	take	the	most	banal	yet	perhaps	also	the	
most	useful	example,	consider	sleep.	Getting	enough	sleep	makes	people	happier,	healthier,	
and more productive; drowsy driving causes more deaths from car accidents each year 
than drunk driving; spectacular disasters like the Challenger space shuttle explosion and 
the	Exxon	Valdez	oil	spill	were	caused	in	part	by	mistakes	made	due	to	sleep	deprivation.43 
Considering	all	of	these	things,	would	it	be	so	crazy	for	colleges	to	teach	their	students	
the importance of getting enough sleep?

Such teaching, in order to be effective, should not just involve telling the students the 
information	and	having	them	read	the	underlying	studies.	People’s	behavior	doesn’t	change	
just	by	learning	what	to	do;	they	have	to	actually	do	it.	So	I	think	colleges	should	help	students	
train	themselves	to	develop	habits	that	enable	them	to	be	happier.	Habit	formation	is	its	
own crucial subject,44 and students should be taught how to identify their habits, discard 
ones	they	realize	harm	their	happiness,	and	build	new	ones	they	know	would	benefit	them.

If students learned how to create beneficial habits and actually practiced them as part 
of their educations, then they would be likely to become much healthier and happier 
throughout	their	lives.	They	could	also	practice	spending	more	time	on	activities	they	enjoy,	
such as active leisure or talking with friends and family, and less time on activities they 
probably enjoy less (if they are like most people), such as watching TV45 or web-surfing on 
social	networking	sites.46

Moreover,	students	could	be	taught	what	makes	certain	jobs	more	or	less	likely	to	be	
enjoyable,	which	could	help	them	choose	their	future	careers.	In	a	perfect	world,	students	
trained in the sources of happiness might even some day become leaders in the private or 
public sectors who work for structural changes that might make society in general more 
conducive	to	happiness.
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Psychologists have already done most of the hard work of learning what makes people 
happy.	But	many	millions	of	people	never	learn	of	those	findings,	and	even	if	they	do	
never make the relatively easy choices necessary to incorporate those findings into their 
lives.	College	could	solve	this	problem	by	teaching	students	how	to	be	happy	and	helping	
them	to	actually	take	the	needed	steps.	If	it	did	that,	then	higher	education	would	surely	
improve	students’	lifetime	well-being	more	than	it	does	now.
But	there	is	also	a	more	general	point,	and	it	ties	in	more	closely	with	the	traditional	

mission	of	higher	education.	Both	the	happiness	research	and	common	sense	indicate	that	
people’s	well-being	is	influenced	very	heavily	by	interactions	with	other	people.	College	offers	
a	crucial	opportunity	for	helping	students	improve	those	interactions.	Not	only	do	students	
learn to live with others their age and to get along with them in class, in dormitories, and in 
extracurricular activities, but also the very process of learning often involves understanding 
others	and	the	relationship	between	their	ideas	and	one’s	own.

In college, students come into contact with people and ideas that are different from the ones 
they	are	accustomed	to	and	comfortable	with.	Their	previous	ways	of	thinking	about	things	are	
challenged,	and	they	learn	how	to	deal	gracefully	with	that	uncomfortable	reality.	They	also	
learn how to become people who themselves challenge received wisdom and, ideally, to do so in 
a	respectful	and	dignified	(while	still	committed)	manner.	Indeed,	the	critical	thinking	skills	
they hone may even enable them someday to challenge and improve upon the current state 
of	knowledge	about	happiness	itself,	some	of	it	contained	in	the	citations	in	this	essay.
Moreover,	spending	time	with	one’s	closest	friends	is	one	of	the	most	happiness-promoting	

activities	in	human	life.47 Not only do people probably do more of that in college than 
at any other time in their lives, but also people often meet their closest, lifelong friends 
in	college.	Continuing	to	foster	such	friendships	is	undoubtedly	one	of	college’s	chief	
advantages,	and	it	should	not	be	taken	lightly	or	for	granted.
Of	course,	college	already	fosters	critical	thinking	and	facilitates	

deep friendships, so what could it be doing better? Those who 
believe as I do in the value of the data on subjective well-being 
take	 it	 as	 a	given	 that	 a	 large	measure	of	people’s	happiness	 is	
determined by the way they think about their circumstances rather 
than	 by	 those	 circumstances	 themselves.48 So perhaps college 
could focus somewhat more on teaching students how to think 
about their own standing in relation to their peers in ways that are 
more	likely	to	lead	to	emotional	health	and	well-being.	In	particular,	
people have emotional defense systems that cause them to feel 
anger	toward	others	if	they	think	those	others	dislike	them.	But	a	
reservoir of untapped happiness can be unlocked by letting go
of	such	anger	and	instead	feeling	compassion	for	others—even	those	who	dislike	us	or	have	
wronged	us.49 Helping students come closer to achieving that lofty goal, or even making them 
aware	of	it,	would	have	many	benefits.	Not	only	would	it	directly	increase	students’	lifetime	
well-being, but also it would facilitate the more traditional learning goals of college because 
those who confront hostile views with compassion rather than defensiveness are more likely 
to	learn	from	those	hostile	views	or	to	critique	them	thoughtfully.	Learning	to	see	other	
people and their ideas not as threats but as companions, even and especially when doing so is 
most	challenging,	is	a	strength	that	higher	education	should	be	poised	to	foster.
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Because	the	academic	mission	and	core	attributes	of	college	are	already	well-suited	to	
nourishing positive human interaction, anything that improves the way higher education 
pursues	that	mission	should	in	turn	improve	students’	lifetime	well-being.	In	that	vein,	the	
suggestions that will be made throughout the rest of this volume are likely to be of great 
value	to	students	and	to	the	institutions	that	would	like	to	help	them	lead	happier	lives.
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Eudaimonic Well-Being and Education:  
Probing the Connections

Carol D. Ryff

introduCtion

For	the	past	30	years, I have been studying psychological well-being and linking it to a 
host	of	other	factors,	including	people’s	socioeconomic	status,	their	life	experiences,	and	
their	health.	The	first	section	below	describes	the	conceptual	origins	of	the	model	of	
well-being	I	developed,	including	its	links	to	Aristotle’s	view	of	eudaimonia,	which	he	saw	
as	the	highest	of	all	human	goods.	This	formulation	is	contrasted	with	the	hedonic	approach	
to	well-being	that	also	has	roots	in	writings	from	the	ancient	Greeks.	Extensive	empirical	
findings	have	grown	up	around	both	conceptions	in	recent	decades.	The	second	section	
provides a brief look at what has been learned about the links between eudaimonia and 
educational	attainment.	The	story	therein	is	straightforward	in	one	sense—better	educated	
people	tend	to	have	higher	eudaimonic	well-being—but	complicated	in	another—there	
is considerable variability within educational strata, and further, issues of causal directionality 
are	not	clear.	Going	forward,	two	key	questions	are	critical	for	scientific	inquiry.	First,	does	
the kind of education one obtains matter for eudaimonic well-being? This query is equiva-
lent to asking whether some forms of knowledge and learning are better for nurturing 
self-realization	than	others.	Secondly,	and	more	incisively,	what	exactly	does	higher	edu-
cation do for us as we seek to achieve the best that is within us? The final section will 
argue that a liberal education, rich in exposure to art, philosophy, and cultural knowledge 
is key for achieving life-long eudaimonic well-being, with its accompanying virtues of 
responsible	citizenship	and	civic	engagement.	Although	many	have	previously	advocated	
for a liberal education, few have emphasized the importance of linking such advocacy to 
scientific	(empirical)	research	on	well-being.	Future	directions	for	investigating	links	between	
educational	experience	and	eudaimonia	will	be	noted.

defining eudAiMoniC Well-being: distilling Core diMensions

Over	25	years	ago,	I	called	for	a	new	approach	to	the	study	of	psychological	well-being.1 
Although	subjective	well-being	had	been	studied	for	decades	as	a	window	on	the	inner	
lives	of	U.S.	adults,	reigning	measures	assessed	primarily	happiness	and	life	satisfaction.	
Such indicators were largely without theoretical foundation, despite extensive literatures 
in developmental,2 clinical3, existential and humanistic psychology,4 all of which grappled 
with what it means to be a fully functioning, fully individuated, mature, self-actualized 
person.	My	1989	contribution	was	to	integrate	these	perspectives	by	distilling	promi-
nent	points	of	convergence	among	them.5 Six key components of well-being, shown in 
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the	top	of	Figure	1,	identified	these	recurrent	themes.	Below	them,	the	figure	shows	the	
conceptual	formulations	from	which	they	were	derived.	
Definitions	of	the	six	theory-guided	dimensions	of	well-being	are	presented	in	Table	1.6 

These descriptions of high and low-scoring respondents on each dimension were the basis for 
developing	self-descriptive	items	to	operationalize	each	component	of	well-being.	The	intent	

in creating such self-assessment scales was to render 
well-being	an	empirically	tractable	subject.	The	result-
ing scales have been translated to more than 30 lan-
guages and use of them in scientific studies has 
proliferated	over	time.7	More	than	500	publications	
have	been	generated	to	date.	Numerous	investigations	
examined the psychometric properties of the six-factor 
model, most of which, particularly when adequate 
depth	of	measurement	(i.e.,	sufficient	number	of	
items) was employed, supported the original factorial 
structure.8	Other	studies	detailed	in	the	review	arti-
cle examined how various aspects of well-being 
changed as individuals aged, or as they dealt with 
particular	life	transitions	(e.g.,	parenthood,	reloca-
tion) and other challenges in work and family life 
(e.g.,	job	stress,	parenting	a	child	with	developmental	
disabilities,	losing	a	loved	one).	Many	publications	
probed links between well-being and health, 
assessed	in	multiple	ways—how	long	people	live	
(mortality), their risk for developing disease or dis-
ability (morbidity), and their biological risk factors 
(e.g.,	stress	hormones,	inflammatory	markers,	car-
diovascular	risk	factors).	Finally,	an	important	line	
of inquiry focused on whether these growth-ori-
ented, self-realization, meaning-making aspects of 

well-being	could	be	modified	and	improved.	Such	intervention	work	has	been	conducted	in	
clinical,	educational,	and	community	contexts.9	Before	examining	what	is	known	about	
empirical links between eudaimonia and education, the above model of well-being will 
be	briefly	contrasted	with	the	alternative	hedonic	conception.

returning to the AnCient greeks: eudAiMoniA vs. hedoniA

Aristotle’s	writings	about	eudaimonia	were	conveyed	in	the	Nichomachean Ethics, which 
was not a treatise on human well-being, but rather an effort to formulate ethical doctrines 
offering	guidance	for	how	to	live.10 He opened with the following question: What is the 
highest	of	all	good	achievable	by	human	action?	Aristotle	believed	happiness	was	the	
answer,	but	underscored	notable	differences	among	people	in	what	is	meant	by	happiness.	
In	his	view,	happiness	was	not	about	pleasure,	or	wealth,	or	honor,	or	satisfying	appetites.	
Rather	it	was	about	“activity	of	the	soul	in	accord	with	virtue.”	This	assertion	led	to	the	
next	critical	question:	What	is	the	nature	of	virtue?	In	answering	this	question	Aristotle	
went to the heart of eudaimonia, arguing that the highest virtue in life is to achieve the 
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Table 1. 

definiTions of Theory-Guided dimensions of Well-BeinG

self-acceptance

High scorer: Possesses a positive attitude toward the self; acknowledges and accepts multiple aspects of self, 
including	good	and	bad	qualities;	feels	positive	about	past	life.

Low scorer: Feels	dissatisfied	with	self;	is	disappointed	with	what	has	occurred	in	past	life;	is	troubled	about	
certain	personal	qualities;	wishes	to	be	different	than	what	he	or	she	is.

Positive relations with others

High scorer: Has warm, satisfying, trusting relationships with others; is concerned about the welfare of other 
others;	capable	of	strong	empathy,	affection,	and	intimacy;	understands	give	and	take	of	human	relationships.

Low scorer: Has few close, trusting relationships with others; finds it difficult to be warm, open, and  
concerned about others; is isolated and frustrated in interpersonal relationships; not willing to make  
compromises	to	sustain	important	ties	with	others.

Personal growth

High scorer: Has a feeling of continued development; sees self as growing and expending; is open to new  
experiences; has sense of realizing his or her potential; sees improvement in self and behavior over time;  
is	changing	in	ways	that	reflect	more	self-knowledge	and	effectiveness.

Low scorer: Has a sense of personal stagnation; lacks sense of improvement or expansion over time;  
feels	bored	and	uninterested	with	life;	feels	unable	to	develop	new	attitudes	or	behaviors.

Purpose in life

High scorer: Has goals in life and a sense of directedness; feels there is meaning to present and past life;  
holds	beliefs	that	give	life	purpose;	has	aims	and	objectives	for	living.

Low scorer: Lacks a sense of meaning in life; has few goals or aims; lacks sense of direction; does not see  
purpose	of	past	life;	has	no	outlook	or	beliefs	that	give	life	meaning.

environmental mastery

High scorer: Has a sense of mastery and competence in managing the environment; controls complex array  
of external activities; makes effective use of surrounding opportunities; able to choose or create contexts  
suitable	to	personal	needs	and	values.

Low scorer: Has difficulty managing everyday affairs; feels unable to change or improve surrounding  
context;	is	unaware	of	surrounding	opportunities;	lacks	sense	of	control	over	external	world.

autonomy

High scorer: Is self-determining and independent; able to resist social pressures to think and act in certain 
ways; regulates social pressures to think and act in certain ways; regulates behavior from within; evaluates  
self	by	personal	standards.

Low scorer: Is concerned about the expectations and evaluations of others; relies on judgments of others to 
make	important	decisions;	conforms	to	social	pressures	to	think	and	act	in	certain	ways.

best	that	is	within	us.	He	invoked	the	daimon,	which	is	a	kind	of	unique	spirit	that	resides	
within	us	all.	The	central	task	of	life	is	coming	to	know	one’s	unique	capacities,	and	then	
to	strive	to	realize	them.	Eudaimonia	is	thus	a	kind	of	personal	excellence.	These	endeavors	
were	distilled	by	the	two	great	Greek	imperatives,	inscribed	on	the	Temple	of	Apollo	at	
Delphi—namely,	to	“know	thyself”	and	“become	who	you	are.”11 

Hellenic culture included other philosophers who puzzled over fundamental questions 
about	what	defines	ultimate	goals	in	life.	Epicurus,	for	example,	argued	that	the	aim	is	
to	achieve	a	happy	and	tranquil	life	that	is	free	of	pain	and	includes	pleasure.12 Relatedly, 
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Aristippus	posed	that	the	goal	of	life	was	to	seek	pleasure	by	maintaining	control	over	adversity	
and	prosperity.13 Two millennia later, these hedonic ideas appeared in social scientific 
research	on	the	topic	of	subjective	well-being—that	is,	how	U.S.	adults	felt	about	their	lives.14 
National	surveys	were	conducted	to	assess	the	degree	to	which	Americans	felt	happy	and	satis-
fied	with	their	lives.	Such	surveys	were	followed	by	further	psychological	studies	of	subjective	
well-being15	and	ultimately,	by	the	emergence	of	“hedonic	psychology.”16	Reflecting	on	the	
larger	field	of	research,	Ryan	and	Deci17 posed that hedonia and eudaimonia constituted the 
two	most	prominent	approaches	to	the	study	of	psychological	well-being.	A	related	empirical	
study18employed	a	national	sample	of	U.S.	adults	to	document	that	these	two	formulations	
constituted	related,	but	empirically	distinct,	approaches	to	the	assessment	of	well-being.

It is worth noting that utilitarian philosophy is implicated in the conceptual history of 
contemporary	research	on	well-being.	Utilitarians	sought	to	promote	the	“greatest	amount	
of	happiness	for	the	greatest	number	of	people.”	That	said,	John	Stuart	Mill	(1893/1989),	
a	leading	utilitarian,	observed	that	happiness	would	not	be	achieved	if	made	an	end	in	itself.	
Instead, he saw happiness is a byproduct of other more noble deeds, such as caring about the 
improvement	of	mankind.19	Bertrand	Russell	(1930/1958)	further	emphasized	that	happiness	
is not something that happens without effort; rather it is an experience for which we must 
strive.20	Hence,	he	saw	it	as	a	“conquest”	that	demands	zest,	active	interest,	and	engagement.	
These thoughtful points from two famous scholars are interesting that they seem to blend 
hedonic	happiness	with	striving	to	lead	a	worthwhile	life	(eudaimonia).
The	above	summary	clarifies	that	well-being	is	multifaceted—i.e.,	there	is	no	single	right	

way	of	conceptualizing	it,	or	studying	it	empirically.	Indeed,	in	recent	decades	a	great	deal	of	
scholarly	research	has	grown	up	around	both	hedonic	and	eudaimonic	well-being.	Entire	scien-

tific journals are now devoted to such inquiry, while mainstream 
journals in other disciplines (economics, epidemiology, sociology, 
diverse biomedical fields) now routinely publish findings about 
well-being.	Educational	status	is	regularly	part	of	the	reported	
findings;	sometimes	as	an	independent	variable	(e.g.,	does	
educational attainment predict different levels of well-being?), 
or	more	frequently,	as	a	covariate	(e.g.,	do	the	reported	findings	

linking well-being to health, for example, hold up when differences in educational status are 
taken	into	account?).	Deeper	questions	involving	links	between	education	and	the	pursuit	
of	individual	excellence	that	define	eudaimonia	are	considered	below.	

eudAiMoniA And eduCAtion

Findings	from	a	national	sample	of	U.S.	adults,	known	as	MIDUS	(Midlife	in	the	U.S.,	
www.midus.wisc.edu) are examined to offer an empirical look at how educational attainment 
and	eudaimonic	well-being	are	connected.21 The results offer useful information, but 
also	underscore	what	is	not	known;	thus	suggesting	possible	directions	for	future	inquiry.

What Do We Know?
Scientists across diverse disciplines routinely collect information on the educational levels 
of	those	included	in	their	research	samples.	Educational	status	is	thus	part	of	standard	
demographic information in behavioral and biomedical science, along with gender, age, 
racial/ethnic,	marital	status,	and	so	on.	Using	data	from	the	MIDUS	study,	initiated	in	

What is the directional nature 
of the relationship between 
education and well-being?

http://www.midus.wisc.edu
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1995	with	over	7,000	U.S.	adults	aged	25	to	74,	we	examined	how	respondents’	reports	
of eudaimonic well-being, across the six dimensions described above, varied depending 
on	their	educational	attainment.22	Figure	2	displays	what	we	found—it	shows	average	levels	
for each dimension of well-being, arrayed separately for men and women, as a function 
of	four	levels	of	educational	attainment.	The	overall	story	is	clear:	those	with	higher	levels	
of	education	report	higher	levels	of	well-being	across	all	six	dimensions.	The	positive	
associations between education and well-being are somewhat stronger for women than men, 
as	reflected	by	steeper	increments	in	levels	of	well-being	among	the	better	educated.	
These	patterns	may	reflect	changing	educational	opportunities	among	younger	compared	
to	older	cohorts	of	women.	Such	descriptive	findings	do	not	adjust	for	other	factors	
known	to	account	for	variation	in	well-being,	such	as	respondents’	age.	Before	consider-
ing	that	issue,	however,	it	is	useful	to	reflect	on	the	question	of	causality	in	these	data—
that is, what is the directional nature of the relationship between education and well-being?

The positive association between education and well-being may mean that in becoming 
educated,	people	experience	gains	and	enhancements	in	their	well-being.	Alternatively,	it	
may be the case that those with higher levels of purposeful engagement, personal growth, 
self-acceptance,	and	so	on,	are	more	likely	to	persist	in	getting	higher	education.	Both	
scenarios	are	plausible—thus	suggesting	that	educational	standing	and	well-being	may	
be	reciprocally	related.	Nonetheless,	there	are	good	reasons	to	expect	that	the	preponderant	
direction	of	influence	is	the	former:	namely	that	becoming	educated	contributes	in	multiple	
important	ways	to	the	pursuit	of	individual	excellence.	The	knowledge	acquired	on	one’s	

Figure 2. 
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educational journey not only provides access to resources (income) and opportunities 
(career positions), it also likely cultivates the skills, strategies, and insights needed to 
negotiate	life	challenges	and	deal	with	adversity.	These	questions	could	be	investigated	
empirically	although	they	rarely	are.
Returning	to	the	issue	of	age	influences	on	eudaimonic	well-being,	a	key	point	is	that	

the	educational	gradients	in	well-being	depicted	in	Figure	2	are	not	confounded	with	age.	
That	is,	even	when	age	variation	is	taken	into	account	(e.g.,	older	adults	tend	to	score	lower	
on purpose in life and personal growth than younger adults), the educational differences are 
still evident within	age	groups.	Thus,	among	older	adults,	who,	on	average,	score	lower	on	
purposeful engagement than younger adults, there is still an educational gradient, wherein 
better	educated	older	adults	score	higher	on	purpose	in	life	than	less	educated	older	adults.	
Similar	educational	gradients	are	evident	among	younger	age	groups	as	well.	The	upshot	
is	that	education	has	a	pervasive	influence	on	well-being,	even	though	other	factors,	such	
as	age	(which	in	part	reflects	cohort	differences	in	opportunities	for	higher	education	as	
well	as	life	course	changes	in	work,	family,	and	health),	are	known	to	matter	as	well.	
A	further	point	worth	emphasizing	is	that	averages	can	be	misleading.	Considerable	

variability	surrounds	the	mean	scores	in	all	these	analyses.	Thus,	educational	status	is	not,	
in	and	of	itself,	definitive	for	predicting	reported	levels	of	eudaimonia.	Among	those	with	
only a high school education or less, there clearly are individuals with high levels of pur-
pose,	mastery,	growth,	and	so	on.	In	fact,	empirical	scrutiny	of	the	distribution	of	scores	
within educational groups shows that the variability spreads out as one moves down the 
educational	hierarchy.	This	variability	matters	for	health,	where	a	large	body	of	research	on	
the	topic	“social	inequalities”23 has documented that those who are socio-economically dis-
advantaged—typically	measured	in	terms	of	low	levels	of	education,	income,	or	occupa-
tional	status—tend	to	have	poorer	health.	Our	research24 adds an important new angle to 
that	literature.	Consistent	with	prior	findings,	we	document	that	there	is	an	educational	
gradient in a biological risk factor known as interleukin-6 (IL-6), which is implicated in 
the	pathogenesis	of	diverse	outcomes	(cardiovascular	disease,	cancer,	Alzheimer’s).	Thus,	
those with a high school education or less have higher levels of IL-6, on average, compared 
to	those	with	some	college	or	a	college	degree.	More	importantly,	we	show	that	among	
educationally disadvantaged adults, those who report higher levels of well-being have sig-
nificantly reduced biological risk relative compared to their same education counterparts who 
reported	lower	levels	of	well-being.25 These findings underscore the potential of well-being to 
afford	protection	(a	buffer)	against	biologically-based	health	risks.	

These results offer a glimpse into scientific inquiries that have linked educational 
standing	to	well-being	and	health.	Such	research	is	not,	however	the	focus	of	this	essay.	
Rather,	building	on	such	evidence,	the	aim	is	to	probe	more	deeply	the	question—
“How	and	why	does	education	matter	for	eudaimonic	well-being?”	Such	issues	are	central	
to the theme of Well-Being and Higher Education—“How	might	education’s	greater	purposes,	
including	well-being,	be	realized?”

What Do We Need to Know?
Educational status is routinely part of ongoing research on human health and well-being, 
which makes it puzzling how little is known about what lies behind this omnipresent 
variable.	Put	another	way,	almost	never	does	scientific	interest	go	beyond	assessing	levels	
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of educational attainment to consideration of the more penetrating question: what is the 
nature of person’s education and how does that matter for the individual as well as for society? 
Relatedly, among those who have been fortunate to complete a college or university 
degree, how does the knowledge and training obtained relate to experienced well-being? 
Some students focus on science, technology, engineering, and mathematics; others pursue 
degrees	in	philosophy,	history,	languages,	and	the	arts.	Still	others	have	educational	expe-
riences	involving	a	mix	of	humanities	and	the	sciences.	In	scientific	studies	that	routinely	
employ	educational	status	as	a	key	demographic	variable,	little	such	information	is	known—
educational	status	effectively	is	a	black	box.	Knowing	how	many	years	of	higher	education	
one has without knowing the content of such education is a major impediment for the 
questions	of	interest	herein—namely,	the	challenge	of	explicating	
how the pursuit of learning and knowledge translates to lives that are 
rich in eudaimonia and that may nurture beneficent, well-being 
functioning	communities	and	societies.	
Clearly,	scientific	research	could	contribute	in	important	ways	

to understanding how education facilitates, or hinders, the pur-
suit	of	personal	excellence	articulated	by	Aristotle.	The	path	he	
envisioned	gave	explicit	emphasis	to	the	task	of	discerning	one’s	
unique	 talents	 and	 capacities.	 Exposure	 to	 diverse	 realms	 of	
knowledge seems to serve this task, particularly when combined 
with	the	opportunities	to	progressively	attune	one’s	learning	to	
personal	interests	and	capabilities.	However,	in	laying	the	foun-
dation	of	one’s	higher	education,	an	argument	can	be	made	for	a	
broad	liberal	arts	exposure	before	professional	specialization	occurs.	
This	stance	represents	well-worn	territory	previously	advocated	by	many.	I	revisit	some	
of	these	claims	below,	but	with	a	novel	angle—namely,	consideration	of	whether	and	
how	a	broad	liberal	arts	education	contributes	to	eudaimonic	well-being.	

the eudAiMoniC CAse for A liberAl eduCAtion

Many	erudite	scholars	have	reflected	on	what	kind	of	education	is	needed	to	nurture	full	
and	productive	lives.	Focusing	on	childhood,	John	Dewey,	in	The School and Society (1899), 
envisioned a progressive education that was guided by active engagement rather than passive 
learning	and	that	employed	Socratic	questioning	about	real-world	issues.26 Similarly, 
Rabindranath Tagore, winner of the 1913 Nobel Prize in Literature, espoused active 
engagement of children and gave notable emphasis on the teaching of sympathy and 
empathy	through	poetry	and	the	arts.27 Shifting to higher education in the present context, 
Martha	Nussbaum’s	Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities (2010) calls for a 
liberal arts education when universities are witnessing an ever diminishing status of the 
humanities,	juxtaposed	with	the	rising	ascendancy	of	science	and	technology.28	Fewer	
students	choose	to	major	in	literature,	art,	music,	philosophy,	or	history.	Instead,	the	priority	
is to obtain educational credentials that will translate to profitable (high salaried) career 
paths.	Relatedly,	Hanson	and	Health,	in	their	book	Who Killed Homer? (1998), lament the 
demise	of	classical	education	and	call	for	a	recovery	of	Greek	wisdom.29 
Recently,	Helen	Small’s	The Value of the Humanities (2013) offers a pluralistic argument 

built	around	five	key	arguments.	The	humanities	are	to	be	valued	because:	(1)	they	
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illuminate the meaning-making practices of culture (giving an indispensable role to human 
subjectivity); (2) they are useful to society in the preservation and curation of culture; (3) 
they	make	a	vital	contribution	to	human	happiness	(here	Small’s	draws	extensively	on	the	
writings	of	John	Stuart	Mill);	(4)	they	contribute	to	the	maintenance	and	health	of	democ-
racy via teaching skills of critical reasoning, debate, and evaluation of ideas; and (5) they 
have	intrinsic	value—i.e.,	they	matter	for	their	own	sake.30	It	is	notable	that	Small’s	third	
value	is	directly	tied	to	the	experience	of	well-being,	framed	as	human	happiness.	

huMAnities Contributions to eudAiMoniA

In	articulating	a	defense	of	the	humanities,	Mark	Edmundson	inadvertently	(because	it	
was not his intent) offers guidance for building bridges between education and eudaimonic 
well-being.	His	most	recent,	Self and Soul: A Defense of Ideals (2015) asserts that our 
increasingly materialistic, skeptical culture has lost touch with values (ideals) vitally needed 
by	the	human	soul.31	He	offers	three	great	ideals—courage,	contemplation,	and	compassion—
which he examines via great works of literature and the accompanying argument that 
these	ideals	have	relevance	for	contemporary	lives.	This	call	for	a	return	to	ideals	is	in	the	
spirit	of	Aristotle’s	efforts	to	distill	the	highest	of	all	human	goods.	In	an	earlier	book,	
entitled Why Read? (2004), Edmundson probes deeply into what a liberal, humanistic 
education	can	mean	for	individual	“becoming”—what	we	might	call	“self-realization.”32 
Edmundson	opens	with	lines	from	William	Carlos	Williams:	“Yet	men	die	miserably	

every	day	for	lack	of	what	is	found	in	.	.	.	despised	poems.”33 He links the poem to the 
contemporary context in which we are inundated with input from the internet, televi-
sion,	journalism,	advertising,	and	other	forms	of	what	passes	for	the	new.	Faced	with	
such overload, he asserts that there may be no medium to help young people learn how 
to	live	their	lives	than	poetry	and	literature.	To	develop	the	case,	a	contemporary	philos-
opher	is	invoked.	Richard	Rorty	says	individuals	need	to	create	a	vocabulary	about	their	
lives; these are words people use to justify their personal actions and beliefs as well as to 
articulate	their	deepest	self-doubts	and	highest	hopes.	Edmundson	calls	them	“final	nar-
ratives”	and	underscores	that	they	are	alive	and	dynamic—that	is,	needing	to	be	challenged,	
tested,	refined	over	time,	and	occasionally	overthrown.34 Ralph Waldo Emerson is also 
brought	into	the	formulation	via	his	view	of	education	as	a	“process	of	enlargement	in	
which we move from the center of our being, off into progressively more expansive ways 
of	life.”35	Edmundson’s	central	point	is	that	a	liberal	education	offering	rich	exposure	to	
great	literature	is	invaluable	in	building	personal	narratives	and	expanding	of	personal	circles.	

To sharpen understanding of how the process works, Edmundson asks again and 
again	of	poems	and	novels	he	considers:	Can	you	live	it?	Via	this	query,	he	pushes	the	
reader to consider whether the literature under consideration offers a new or better way 
of	understanding	one’s	self	and	others,	or	points	to	alternative	paths	for	living	a	better	
life.	In	so	probing,	the	values	or	ideals,	perhaps	implicit	behind	the	creative	work,	are	
put	into	action.	To	illustrate,	he	considers	Wordsworth’s	famous	poem,	“Lines	Composed	a	
Few	Miles	Above	Tintern	Abbey,”	written	in	1798.	The	context	is	that	Wordsworth’s	life	
had	become	flat—“he	lived	in	a	din-filled	city,	among	unfeeling	people,	and	sensed	that	
he	is	becoming	one	of	them	.	.	.	there	is	a	dull	ache	settling	in	his	spirit.”36 Returning to 
a scene from his childhood, he remembered himself as a young boy, free and reveling in 
nature.	The	return	to	nature,	which	is	the	heart	of	the	poem,	reminds	him	of	its	role	in	
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nurturing	his	own	vitality.	“Wordsworth’s	poem	enjoins	us	to	feel	that	it	(the	answer	to	
one’s	despondency)	lies	somewhere	within	our	research—we	are	creatures	who	have	the	
capacity	to	make	ourselves	sick,	but	also	the	power	to	heal	ourselves.”37 
Not	emphasized	by	Edmundson,	but	worth	noting	is	that	Wordsworth’s	poetry	served	

the	same	vital	function	in	the	life	of	John	Stuart	Mill.	In	early	adulthood,	Mill	realized	
something	deeply	troubling—namely	that	he	did	not	have	happiness,	central	to	the	util-
itarian	philosophy	in	which	he	was	immersed.	Reflecting	on	his	life,	Mill	described	his	
early educational experiences, which were unquestionably exceptional, but also profoundly 
deficient.	His	father	began	teaching	him	Greek	and	Latin	at	a	very	young	age	and	then	
expanded	the	pedagogy	to	fields	of	philosophy,	science,	and	mathematics.	Nothing	in	
such	learning	helped	Mill	to	cultivate	the	emotional	side	of	his	being.	In	fact,	his	father	
was	deeply	opposed	to	anything	connected	to	sentiment	or	emotion.	To	escape	the	logic	
machine	he	had	become,	Mill	began	a	quest	to	feel,	and	it	was	the	poetry	of	Wordsworth	
that	ministered	deeply	to	longings	in	his	soul.	He	credited	it	for	helping	him	recover	
from	the	crisis	in	his	mental	history.38

Despite	this	inspiring	tale,	Edmundson	makes	clear	that	most	educators	in	the	humanities	
shy	away	from	teaching	literature	to	nurture	inner	vitality.	Instead,	students	are	instructed	
in	skills	of	critical	thinking,	much	revered	in	humanities	departments.	His	view	is	that	
critical	thinking	is	often	no	more	than	“the	power	to	debunk	various	human	visions.	It	is,	
purportedly,	the	power	to	see	their	limits	and	faults.	But	what	good	is	this	power	of	critical	
thought if you do not yourself believe something and are not open to having these beliefs 
modified?”39	Students	are	thus	given	a	cold	and	abstract	language	of	smug	dismissal.	
Derrida,	he	notes,	clears	away	what	has	gone	before,	but	offers	nothing	in	return;	he	has	
no	positive	vision	of	human	development.	Thus,	despite	the	rhetoric	of	subversion	that	
surrounds critical thinking, Edmundson sees much education in the humanities as 
teaching	“the	dissociation	of	intellect	from	feeling.”40	Here,	he	invokes	Friedrich	Schiller	
who	believed	a	true	education	ought	to	“fuse	mind	and	heart”	as	well	as	Weber’s	commentary	
about	“specialists	without	spirit,	sensualists	without	heart,”	and	finally,	Goethe’s	insight	
that	“it	is	easy	to	be	brilliant	when	you	do	not	believe	in	anything.”41 
For	Edmundson,	humanism	is	the	belief	that	it	is	possible	to	use	secular	writing	as	

the	“preeminent	means	for	shaping	lives.”42 Here he makes explicit his concern with the 
process of human growth, which can be deeply nurtured by exposure to poetry, art, and 
literature.	We	can	discover	what	Blake	knew:	“that	all	deities	ultimately	reside	in	the	
individual	human	heart.”43	Such	awareness	does	not	guarantee	happiness.	Shakespeare’s	
tragedies	make	clear	that	certain	griefs	are	not	fully	negotiable.	The	point	is	not	to	cheer	
one’s	self	up,	but	to	pursue	truths.	“We	can	seek	vital	options	in	any	number	of	places.	
They may be found for this or that individual in painting, in music, in sculpture, in 
the	arts	of	furniture	making	and	gardening.	Thoreau	felt	he	could	drive	a	substantial	
wisdom	by	tending	to	his	bean	field.”44 In addition, there is no single path, no one 
human	truth	about	the	good	life,	but	many	truths	and	many	viable	paths.	A	great	
humanities	education	offers	“what	Arnold	called	the	best	that	has	be	known	and	
thought.”45	During	pursuit	of	one’s	higher	education,	studying	the	humanities	affords	a	
second	chance	vis-a-vis	how	one	was	socialized	earlier.	“It’s	not	about	being	born	again,	
but about growing up a second time, this time around as your own educator and guide, 
Virgil	to	yourself.”46
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Edmundson describes his own personal experience, when as a working class adolescent, 
he read The Autobiography of Malcolm X. Through example, the book led him to major 
discoveries.	Malcolm	X	learned	to	read	and	write	well	in	prison,	relatively	late	in	life.	
“In	page	after	rhapsodic	page,	he	describes	the	joys	of	reading,	the	pleasures	of	expression,	

the	lure	of	knowledge.	Malcom	was	persuaded,	and	per-
suaded me, that you could use the powers you acquired 
from books to live better yourself and to do something 
for	the	people	around	you.”47 This is what contemporary 
students	who	in	the	“bubbling	chaos	of	popular	culture”	
most	need—that	is,	navigational	skills	that	help	them	dis-
cern the difference between what is worth taking seriously 
and	what	is	little	more	than	noisy	diversion.48 Effectively, 
a high-quality humanities education should be there to help 
one see the differences between distraction and nurturing, 
vital	sources.	
Edmundson	closes	with	this	vision:	“If	America	leads	

and	inspires	the	world	in	the	years	to	come,	it	will	be	.	.	.	
because here more than anywhere, people are free to pur-
sue their own hopes of becoming better than they are in a 

human	sense—wiser,	more	vital,	kinder,	sadder,	more	thoughtful,	more	worth	the	admi-
ration	of	their	children.	And	it	will	be	because	they	are	free	to	become	who	they	aspire	
to	be	after	their	own	peculiar	fashions.”49	These	ideas	are	the	essence	of	Aristotle’s	eudai-
monia.	Thus,	the	great	gift	of	Why Read? is the argument that a humanistic education is 
vital	for	realizing	the	best	that	is	within	each	individual	life—it	is	about	taking	young	
minds	to	a	place	“where	people	have	fuller	self-knowledge,	fuller	self-determination,	
where self-making is a primary objective not just in the material sphere but in circles of 
the	mind	and	heart.”50	It	is	a	journey	about	achieving	humanism’s	highest	promise.	

A future sCientifiC AgendA

A	central	aim	of	this	essay	is	to	underscore	that	eudaimonic	well-being	is	not	something	
that	people	are	endowed	with	at	birth—it	is	not	about	genetic	inheritance	or	family	
wealth	and	background.	Rather,	it	is	about	a	proactive	journey	of	seeking	external	inputs	
to	find	out	who	one	is	and	how	personal	capacities	can	best	be	brought	to	life.	Much	of	
what needs to be taken in requires educational pursuits, not only in early adulthood, 
but	across	the	life	course.	Indeed,	many	have	argued	that	one	of	the	primary	benefits	of	
high-quality higher education is that it nurtures a commitment to continued learning, as 
something	vitally	needed	throughout	life.	Prior	scientific	research	documents	that	higher	
levels of educational attainment are, in fact, linked with higher levels of eudaimonic 
well-being,	but	much	future	scientific	work	needs	to	be	done.	Of	great	interest	and	
importance is the task of better understanding how the pursuit of knowledge and learning 
plays	a	role,	perhaps	central,	in	people’s	becoming—that	is,	in	their	self-realization.	To	
begin such inquiry, a worthy hypothesis in need of testing is that a liberal arts education, 
rich in exposure to the humanities deeply nurtures eudaimonic well-being, both in early 
adulthood	and	thereafter.	So	doing	requires	tracking	varieties	of	higher	education	that	
individuals obtain, or alternatively, have been denied, and linking them to subsequent 
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reported	levels	of	well-being.	In	the	same	fashion	that	scientists	all	over	the	world	now	
investigate linkages between personal incomes, or gross domestic products and reported 
levels of happiness (typically assessed with hedonic instruments), far more scientific scrutiny 
is	needed	of	how	differing	varieties	of	educational	training	matter	for	people’s	sense	of	
mastery,	personal	growth,	purpose	in	life,	positive	relationships	to	others,	and	so	on.	
These questions are wisely studied while university training is occurring as well as there-
after,	when	adult	lives	are	being	played	out	in	work,	family,	and	community	contexts.	
The central question, which can be put to the test scientifically and that constitutes a 
reconfiguring of the core utilitarian creed: that is, does a broad, liberal arts education nurture 
the greatest amount of eudaimonia for the greatest number of people? 
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Education in Virtue1

Barry Schwartz

As soCiologist robert bellAh And his CollAborAtors pointed out in their landmark 
book, Habits of the Heart, for a long time in the history of higher education, a significant 
part	of	the	aim	of	the	university	was	to	shape	good	people	who	were	good	citizens.2 In 
some	institutions,	that	aim	was	reflected	in	a	capstone	course	taught	to	seniors	by	the	
university president with coursework and dialogue that focused on how to be an ethical, 
responsible,	adult	member	of	society.	From	a	modern	perspective,	this	practice	likely	
seems	either	quaint	or	naïve.	There	is	doubt	among	academics	about	what	being	an	ethical	
person	means.	There	is	doubt	that	their	own	training	gives	them	the	expertise	to	teach	
it.	And	there	is	doubt	about	whether	it	is	their	place	to	cultivate	values	in	their	students.	
It	is	not	that	professors	are	indifferent	to	what	kinds	of	people	their	students	become.	It	
is just that they think that their	roles	lie	elsewhere.	Perhaps	they	believe,	as	Plato	might,	
that bad action and misplaced values stem more from error than from evil, so that by 
cultivating	the	intellect,	they	will	cultivate	ethical	commitments	as	by-products.	
Bellah	and	his	co-authors	observed	all	these	trends	and	mourned	their	loss	as	a	sign	of	

the	loss	of	America’s	“second	language”—the	language	of	civic	virtue.3	But	in	truth,	as	
the	United	States	has	become	more	and	more	ethnically,	socially,	and	morally	diverse,	it	
has	become	less	and	less	clear	that	there	actually	is	a	particular	or	common	second	language.	
And	if	this	diversity	is	true	of	society	at	large,	it	is	even	more	true	in	the	university,	where	
deliberate efforts are made to broaden the range of values and life experiences embodied 
by	students—essentially	privileging	no	particular	common	second	language	of	civic	virtue.	
For	many,	this	absence	of	privilege	was	the	same	as	demoralizing the	university.	As	such	

demoralization	occurred,	universities	suffered	little	as	a	result	in	the	eyes	of	the	public.	It	
continued to be taken as self-evident that higher education was good for students and society 
at	large,	and	that	American	colleges	and	universities	did	an	excellent	job	of	providing	it.	
But	in	the	last	few	years,	the	university	has	lost	its	halo.	Commentators,	politicians,	and	
parents are expressing serious doubts about whether colleges are teaching what they should 
be	teaching	and	about	whether	they	are	teaching	it	well.	Demands	for	accountability	are	
everywhere, spurred in part by the absurdly high cost of a college education and the trillion 
dollars	in	student	debt.	What	are	students	getting	for	all	that	money?	What	should they be 
getting? Yet the concern being expressed is not with the failure of universities to create 
good	people.	It	is	with	the	failure	of	universities	to	create	people	who	can	get	good	jobs.
In	a	move	that	typifies	this	current	concern,	the	Obama	White	House	launched	an	

admirable	initiative	in	2014	to	make	college	more	affordable	and	accessible.	A	part	of	
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that initiative was an insistence that colleges be held accountable and that federal aid be tied 
to	measures	of	performance.	Accountability	was	to	be	measured	based	on	graduation	rates	
and	the	earnings	profiles	of	graduates	in	an	attempt	to	measure	educational	value—not	
metaphorically	but	literally—by	asking	if	a	college	education	pays	for	itself.	Very	recently,	the	
Brookings	Institution	moved	us	a	further	step	in	that	direction	when	it	introduced	a	rating	
system used to rank colleges by the midcareer earnings of graduates, student-loan repayment, 
and	the	projected	earnings	power	in	the	occupations	that	graduates	pursue.4 

Many	academics	regard	this	reliance	on	financial	outcomes	as	an	indicator	of	educa-
tional	quality.	In	comparison	to	the	university	described	by	Bellah	et	al.,	this	is	a	blatant	
instrumentalization of education to the point of Philistinism, yet one cannot reasonably 
expect students or their parents to shell out a quarter of a million dollars (the price of 
many highly selective institutions) and be indifferent to what they will earn when they 

graduate.	And	besides,	if	earnings	are	not	a	good	measure	
of	educational	value,	then	what	is?	Colleges	can’t	get	
away	with	smug	silence	on	that	question	any	longer.	
Society	demands	an	answer.
Universities	that	offer	specialized	training	in	specific	

professions	have	an	answer:	We’re	training	the	next	
generation of nurses, accountants, physical therapists, 
teachers,	software	engineers,	etc.	Whether	they	do	it	
well or not is a legitimate issue, but that they should be 
doing	it	is	not	much	in	dispute.	But	for	programs	in	
the	liberal	arts,	the	answers	are	not	as	straightforward.	
You often hear defenders of liberal arts education suggest 
that their goal is less to teach the specifics of a partic-

ular discipline or profession than to teach students how to think.	It	is	hard	to	quarrel	
with this goal, and it is echoed by those who frequently intone about how fast the tech-
nological	world	is	changing	and	how	important	it	is	to	have	a	flexible	and	innovative	
workforce.	Just	as	the	academy	wants	to	teach	students	how	to	think,	employers	want	to	
hire	employees	who	know	how	to	think.	
But	what	does	it	mean	to	know	how	to	think?	Is	there	one	right	way	to	think?	If	so,	

what	is	it?	All	educators	want	their	students	to	know	how	to	think,	but	nobody	really	
knows	what	this	means.	We	have	to	do	better.	We	have	to	specify	in	greater	detail	what	
knowing how to think requires and then ask ourselves if colleges and universities are 
meeting	this	goal.	My	aim	in	this	essay	is	to	begin	to	spell	out	what	knowing	how	to	
think	requires.	In	so	doing,	I	will	suggest	that	educating	the	intellect	requires	cultivating	
virtue—virtue	of	a	certain	kind	but	virtue	nonetheless.

intelleCtuAl virtues

Knowing	how	to	think	demands	a	set	of	cognitive	skills	that	include	quantitative	ability,	
conceptual	flexibility,	analytical	acumen,	and	expressive	clarity.	But	beyond	these	skills,	I	
want to argue that learning how to think requires the development of a set of intellectual 
virtues that make good students, good professionals, and good citizens and the develop-
ment	of	non-cognitive	skills,	such	as	persistence,	identity	formation,	and	purposefulness.	
I use the word virtues as opposed to skills	deliberately.	All	of	the	traits	I	will	discuss	have	

All educators want their students 
to know how to think, but  
nobody really knows what this 
means. We have to do better. 
We have to specify in greater detail 
what knowing how to think  
requires and then ask ourselves  
if colleges and universities  
are meeting this goal
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a	fundamental	moral	dimension.	I	won’t	provide	an	exhaustive	list	of	intellectual	virtues,	
but	I	will	provide	a	short	list	just	to	get	the	conversation	started.	

Love of Truth
Students	need	to	love	the	truth	to	be	good	students.	Without	this	intellectual	virtue	they	
will	only	get	things	right	because	we	punish	them	for	getting	things	wrong.	When	a	sig-
nificant	minority	of	Americans	reject	evolution	and	global	warming	out	of	hand,	the	
desire	to	find	the	truth	cannot	be	taken	for	granted.	It	has	become	intellectually	fashionable	
to	attack	the	very	notion	of	truth.	You	have	your	truth	and	I	have	mine.	You	have	one	
truth	today	but	you	may	have	a	different	one	tomorrow.	Everything	is	relative,	a	matter	
of	perspective.	People	who	claim	to	know	the	truth,	are	in	reality	just	use	their	positions	
of	power	and	privilege	to	shove	their	truth	down	other	people’s	throats.
This	turn	to	relativism	is	in	part	a	reflection	of	some-

thing good and important that has happened to intel-
lectual	 inquiry.	People	have	caught	on	to	the	fact	that	
much of what the intellectual elite thought was the truth was 
distorted	by	limitations	of	perspective.	Slowly	the	voices	of	
the excluded have been welcomed into the conversation, 
and their perspectives have enriched our understanding 
enormously.	 But	 the	 reason	 they	 have	 enriched	 our	
understanding is that they have given the rest of us an 
important piece of the truth that was previously invisible 
to	us.	Not	their (relative) truth, but the	truth—objective	
and	singular.	It	is	troubling	to	see	how	quickly	an	appre-
ciation that each of us can only attain a partial grasp of 
the	truth	degrades	into	a	view	that	there	really	isn’t	any	truth	out	there	to	be	grasped.	
Finding	the	truth	is	hard,	and	relativism	makes	intellectual	life	easier.	There	is	no	need	

to struggle through disagreements to get to the bottom of things if there is no bottom of 
things.	Everyone	is	entitled	to	an	opinion—the	great	democratization	of	knowledge—an	
alluring	concept	that	leads	nowhere.	Love	of	truth	is	an	intellectual	virtue	because	its	
absence	has	serious	moral	consequences.	Relativism	chips	away	at	our	fundamental	
respect	for	one	another	as	human	beings.	When	people	have	respect	for	the	truth,	they	
seek	it	and	speak	it	in	dialogue	with	one	another.	Once	truth	becomes	suspect,	debates	
become	little	more	than	efforts	at	manipulation.	Instead	of	trying	to	enlighten	or	per-
suade people by giving them reasons to see things as we do, we can use any form of 
influence	we	think	will	work.	This	is	what	political	spin	is	all	about.	Some	few	years	ago	
I	read	an	interview	with	a	senior	advisor	to	several	presidents.	The	advisor	objected	to	
the	very	idea	that	politicians	“spin”	anything	because,	he	said,	there	really	wasn’t	anything	
to	be	“spun.”	“Spin,”	he	said,	“is	all	there	is.”	
In	what	is	surely	his	most	profound	contribution	to	American	culture,	comedian	Stephen	

Colbert	coined	the	term	truthiness several years ago to capture the distinction between 
aspiring to say things that have the ring of plausibility and might be true and aspiring to 
say	things	that	actually	are	true.5	In	coining	the	term,	Colbert	called	out	public	figures—
politicians	and	opinion	leaders—for	their	lack	of	the	intellectual	virtue	of	love	of	truth.	
In a more serious vein, in the brilliant book On Bullshit,	the	philosopher	Harry	Frankfurt	
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distinguishes lying from bullshit by pointing out that people who lie know and care 
about what the truth is, whereas people who bullshit are simply indifferent to whether 
what	they	say	is	true	or	not.6 Lying is a social, cultural, and moral problem, according to 
Frankfurt.	But	its	significance	pales	in	comparison	to	the	significance	of	bullshit.	The	aim	
in cultivating the intellectual virtue of love of truth is not to combat lying; it is to combat 
truthiness	and	bullshit.

Honesty
Honesty enables students to face the limits, the boundaries, and the risks of what they 
themselves know; it encourages them to own up to their mistakes; and it allows them to 
acknowledge	uncongenial	truths	about	the	world.	Most	colleges	encourage	a	kind	of	
honesty:	don’t	plagiarize	and	don’t	cheat.	But	it	is	uncommon	to	see	them	encourage	
face up to your ignorance and error or accept this unpleasant truth and see how you can 
mitigate its effects instead of denying it.	Recognizing	the	risk	of	holding	an	unpopular	
opinion and the obligation to consider what supports or warrants such an opinion 
opens	students	to	criticism.

Fair-Mindedness
Students	need	to	be	fair-minded	in	evaluating	the	arguments	of	others.	A	very	substantial	
body of literature exists in psychology on what is called motivated reasoning, our almost 
uncanny ability to italicize evidence that is consistent with what we already believe, or 
want	to	believe,	and	ignore	evidence	that	is	inconsistent.	This	may	be	especially	true	in	
the	moral	domain.	As	the	psychologist	Jonathan	Haidt	pointed	out	in	his	book	The 
Righteous Mind, people use reason more like a lawyer who is making a case than a judge 
who	is	deciding	one.7	Lawyers	making	a	case	turn	a	blind	eye	toward	inconvenient	truths.	
Judges	do	not.	

Humility
Humility allows students to face up to their own limitations and mistakes and to seek 
help	from	others.	As	Carol	Tavris	and	Elliot	Aronson	indicate	in	their	book,	Mistakes 
Were Made, (But Not by Me), we often hear people use the passive voice when describing 
failures.8	Students	say	things	like	“I	got	an	A,”	but	“she	gave	me	a	C.”	The	desire	to	own	
one’s	successes	is	perfectly	understandable,	but	students	need	to	learn	that	they	don’t	get	
to	do	that	unless	they	are	also	willing	to	own	their	failures.	Admitting	mistakes	would	not	
be	so	painful	in	an	environment	in	which	it	was	routine	for	people	to	do	so.

Perseverance
Students need perseverance since little that is worth knowing or doing comes easily, but 
at	the	moment,	we’re	cultivating	the	opposite.	Worried	that	our	students	suffer	from	
collective attention deficit disorder and will give us bad evaluations if we make them struggle, 
we	dumb	down	our	courses	to	cater	to	short	attention	spans.	We	assign	a	TED	talk	instead	
of	a	journal	article,	a	popular	(and	short)	book	instead	of	a	scholarly	one.	We	don’t	
appreciate	that	perseverance—or	the	related	virtue,	grit,	which	has	been	studied	extensively	
by	psychologist	Angela	Duckworth9—	is	more	like	a	muscle	that	needs	to	be	developed	
than	a	natural	resource	that	needs	to	be	excavated. 
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Courage
Students need intellectual courage to stand up for what they believe is true, sometimes in 
the	face	of	disagreement	from	others,	including	people	in	authority,	such	as	their	professors.	
And	they	need	it	to	take	risks,	to	pursue	intellectual	paths	that	might	not	pan	out.

Good Listening
Students	can’t	learn	from	others,	or	from	their	professors,	without	knowing	how	to	listen.	
I	often	find	in	discussion-based	classes	that	when	I’m	speaking,	students	pay	attention,	
but when one of their peers is speaking, they tune instead to an internal effort to come 
up with something clever to say themselves (a process, incidentally, that is only exacerbated 
when	teachers	make	classroom	participation	an	explicit	contributor	to	the	final	grade).	
And	it	also	takes	the	virtue	of	courage	to	be	a	good	listener	because	good	listeners	know	
that their own views of the world along with their plans for how to live in it may be at 
stake	whenever	they	have	serious	conversations.

Perspective Taking and Empathy
It may seem odd to list perspective taking and empathy as intellectual virtues, but it 
takes	a	great	deal	of	intellectual	sophistication	to	get	perspective	taking	right.	Young	
children feel for a peer who is upset but are clueless about how to comfort her; they try 
to make a crying child feel better by doing what would make themselves	feel	better.	And	
teachers	at	all	levels	must	overcome	the	curse	of	knowledge.	If	they	can’t	remind	them-
selves of what they were like before they understood something well, they will be at a 
loss	at	how	to	explain	it	to	their	students.	Everything	is	obvious	once	you	know	it.
Perspective	taking	and	empathy	pay	enormous	dividends	in	professional	life.	In	his	

wonderful book, Critical Decisions,	Peter	Ubel,	a	professor	and	physician	at	Duke	University,	
makes a compelling case that while the physician paternalism of the old days is happily gone, 
it has been replaced by an equally inadequate model of patient autonomy in which doctors 
present	the	data,	and	patients	make	the	decisions.10	Though	it	is	true	that	doctors	can’t	
ultimately tell prostate cancer patients whether or not to have surgery, it is also true that 
patients	don’t	necessarily	have	the	resources	to	make	a	fully	knowledgeable	decision	
solely	on	their	own.	
Good	medical	decisions	require	medical	expertise	and	an	understanding	of	the	

patient’s	unique	life	circumstances.	They	require	shared	decision	making.	But	for	that	
sort of doctor-patient conversation, doctors have to be good listeners who are able to 
take	the	perspectives	of	their	patients.	Moreover,	medicine	in	the	developed	world	has	
increasingly	become	a	matter	of	managing	chronic	disease	rather	than	curing	acute	disease.	
But	the	management	of	chronic	disease	(diabetes,	hypertension,	cardiac	insufficiency,	
musculoskeletal	pain)	often	makes	difficult	demands	on	patients	to	change	how	they	live.	
A	printed	list	of	lifestyle	changes	is	not	worth	the	paper	on	which	it	is	printed.	Most	
people	know	what	to	do.	The	question	is	how	to	motivate	them	to	do	it.	It	takes	
empathetic, perspective-taking, medical providers to get patients to work as partners in 
managing	their	diseases.

Similarly in law, knowledge of the law may be the key to effective advocacy, but by 
itself,	it	will	not	tell	lawyers	what	they	have	to	know	about	clients	who	need	to	be	counseled.	
A	good	lawyer	needs	to	know	the	client	as	well	as	the	law.
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And	in	education,	good	teachers	eschew	one-size-fits-all	lesson	plans	and	opt	instead,	
to	reach	each	student	where	she	is.	However,	if	the	teacher	cannot	get	inside	the	head	of	
the	student,	the	one-size-fits-all	lesson	plan	is	the	best	she	or	he	can	do.

Wisdom
Finally,	students	need	what	Aristotle	called	“phronesis,”11 or practical wisdom.	Any	of	the	
intellectual	virtues	I’ve	mentioned	can	be	carried	to	an	extreme.	Wisdom	enables	us	to	
find	the	balance	(Aristotle	called	it	the	“mean”)12 between timidity and recklessness, 
carelessness	and	obsessiveness,	flightiness	and	stubbornness,	speaking	up	and	listening	
up,	trust	and	skepticism,	empathy	and	detachment.	Wisdom	is	also	what	enables	us	to	
make	difficult	decisions	when	intellectual	virtues	conflict.	Being	empathetic,	fair,	and	
open-minded	often	rubs	up	against	fidelity	to	the	truth.	As	my	colleague	Kenneth	Sharpe	
and I argue in our book, Practical Wisdom,	practical	wisdom	is	the	master	virtue.13

My	argument	for	wisdom	as	the	manager	of	the	other	intellectual	virtues	has	a	parallel	
in	the	writings	of	Thomas	Kuhn,	whose	The Structure of Scientific Revolutions changed the 
way	people	think	about	science.14 Indeed, it changed the way some people think about 
almost	everything.	Kuhn	argued	that	scientific	progress	cannot	be	understood	as	a	logical,	

rule-governed advance in understanding that accumulates 
brick-by-brick,	fact-by-fact.	There	were	periods	when	
science seemed to progress in this way, but there were 
also	periods	of	upheaval	when	everything	changed.	
Such revolutionary periods were rarely produced by a 
key	new	fact.	The	lesson	that	many	non-scientists	drew	
from	Kuhn	was	that	truth	was	arbitrary	and	that	scientific	
change was as much about intellectual fashion, or power, 
as	it	was	about	progress.	Kuhn	was	appalled	by	this	
conclusion and tried to clarify in subsequent editions of 
his book that just because scientific advance was not 
governed	by	rules	did	not	mean	that	it	was	arbitrary.	

Instead,	scientists	should	adhere	to	what	Kuhn	called	“epistemic	values”—simplicity,	
accuracy,	comprehensiveness,	fruitfulness—that	made	some	theories	better	than	others.	
Values are not rules, so scientists can disagree about how important each value is and 
how	well	a	given	explanation	exemplifies	each	value.	But	scientists	do	tend	to	converge	
on	allegiances	to	certain	theories	for	good	and	non-arbitrary	reasons.	This	convergence	
reflects	the	collective	wisdom	of	scientists.	My	list	of	intellectual	virtues	is	meant	to	play	
the	same	role	that	epistemic	values	play	in	understanding	good	science.

defense of liberAl eduCAtion As defense of intelleCtuAl virtues

In my view, the way to defend the value of college education is to defend the importance 
of intellectual virtues and then show that the education colleges provide successfully culti-
vates	those	virtues.	Cultivation	of	intellectual	virtues	is	not	in	conflict	with	training	for	
specific	occupations.	On	the	contrary,	intellectual	virtues	will	help	to	create	a	workforce	
that	is	flexible,	able	to	admit	to	and	learn	from	mistakes,	and	open	to	change.	People	
with intellectual virtues will be persistent, ask for help when they need it, provide help 
when others need it, and not settle for expedient but inaccurate solutions to tough 
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problems.	In	The Human Equation,	Stanford	business	professor	Jeffrey	Pfeffer	argues	
that	the	right	way	to	hire	is	to	focus	on	individuals	with	the	skills	you	don’t	know	how	
to	train	and	trust	that	you	can	teach	the	skills	you	do	know	how	to	train.15 Work places 
need people who have intellectual virtues, but these places are not situated to instill 
them.	Colleges	and	universities	should	be	doing	this	training.	But	are	they?
Few	colleges	and	universities	have	systematic	approaches	with	which	to	encourage	

the	development	of	intellectual	virtues.	Mostly,	their	cultivation	is	left	to	chance,	not	to	
institutional	design.	Virtues	are	developed	through	practice	and	by	watching	those	who	
have	mastered	them.	Professors	have	to	model	intellectual	virtues	in	their	everyday	
behaviors.	The	questions	we	ask	in	class	teach	students	how	to	ask	questions.	How	we	
pursue	dialogue	should	model	reflectiveness.	Students	watch	who	we	call	on,	or	don’t,	
and	learn	about	fairness.	We	teach	them	when	and	how	to	interrupt	by	when	and	how	
we	interrupt.	We	teach	them	how	to	listen	by	how	carefully	we	listen.	If	they	see	us	
admitting	that	we	don’t	know	something,	we	encourage	intellectual	honesty	as	well	as	
humility.	We	are	always	modeling.	And	the	students	are	always	watching.	We	need	to	
do	it	better.	A	good	start	would	be	to	do	it	deliberately	and	not	by	accident.
Most	professors	do	not	have	the	luxury	of	teaching	small	

classes and seminars as I do, and it is hard to model intellectual 
virtues	when	one	is	lecturing	to	three	hundred	students.	Nor	
do I envision a time when small classes will be commonplace at 
large	institutions.	Nonetheless,	I	think	there	are	practices	that	
can enhance the cultivation of virtue, even if they are imperfect 
substitutes	for	teacher-student	or	student-student	dialogue.	

In Poetic Justice when discussing virtue more generally, the 
philosopher	Martha	Nussbaum	makes	the	point	that	narrative	
fiction is a good tool for displaying people living virtuous or 
not so virtuous lives in a way that provides the vividness and 
specificity	lacking	in	didactic	classroom	instruction.16 Providing 
students	with	narratives	(they	needn’t	be	fictitious)	of	people	displaying	intellectual	virtues	
may be a good way to make the best of student-faculty ratios that do not freely allow 
professors	to	model	these	virtues	themselves.	

intelleCtuAl virtues And liberAl Arts eduCAtion

For	the	most	part,	students	come	to	Swarthmore,	where	I	have	taught	for	forty-five	years,	
wanting and expecting that their educations will be broad and their interactions with 
faculty	will	be	significant.	But	now	even	here,	this	model	of	liberal	arts	education	is	being	
challenged as students come hell-bent on learning something	that	will	make	them	employable.	
It	seems	as	though	every	student	at	Swarthmore	has	at	least	a	minor	in	computer	science.	
Liberal	arts	education	is	a	precious	jewel,	and	we	must	do	a	more	serious	job	of	defending	it.
An	axiom	of	the	social	and	political	upheavals	of	the	1960s	and	1970s	was	you can’t 

take down the master’s house with the master’s tools.	What	this	means	in	the	context	of	
higher	education	is	that	you	can’t	discover	the	deep	limitations	of	economics	by	only	
studying	economics.	You	can’t	uncover	the	deep	limitations	of	genetics	or	evolutionary	
biology	by	only	studying	genetics	and	evolutionary	biology.	To	see	the	limitations	of	a	
discipline—any	discipline—requires	a	perspective	developed	at	least	partly	outside	of	
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that	discipline.	General	education	is	not	a	substitute	for	disciplinary	expertise.	However,	
it is an essential ingredient to keep disciplines from running around in circles and swallowing 
their	own	tails.	General	education	enriches	the	specialized	training	in	the	disciplines.	
Not every	student	of	molecular	biology	needs	a	general	education.	However,	if	no	student	
of	molecular	biology	has	a	general	education,	I’m	confident	that	there	will	be	times	when	
those	in	the	field	will	lose	their	way.	At	least	some	practitioners	of	molecular	biology	will	
have to step away from their laboratory benches periodically to assess whether others in 
their	majestic	discipline	are	pursuing	and	discovering	truths	worth	knowing.
The	challenges	to	colleges	and	universities	are	coming	from	all	sides.	The	White	House	

wants	to	make	sure	that	future	earnings	justify	current	costs.	Parents	faced	with	six-figure	
tuition	bills	join	the	chorus	as	do	students	faced	with	back-breaking	debt.	As	if	more	
pressure was needed, employers want to hire people who can do the job right out of the box; 
they	want	plug-and-play	employees.	
I	am	not	sure	that	even	institutions	inclined	to	resist	this	pressure	will	be	able	to	do	so.	

Colleges	must	articulate	their	unique	value	in	real	detail	in	a	way	that	makes	clear	that	stu-
dents who have training in the liberal arts will not only be better people and better citizens, 
but	they	will	also	be	better	professionals	and	employees.	The	right	way	for	colleges	and	
universities to defend themselves is to describe themselves as nurturers of intellectual virtues 
and	then	commit	to	that	task.

ConClusion

In his recent book The Road to Character, New York Times	columnist	David	Brooks	
distinguishes	between	what	he	calls	“resume	virtues”	and	“eulogy	virtues.”17 The former 
are the skills that get you good grades, good jobs, nice houses, and hefty bank accounts 
whereas	the	latter	are	what	make	you	a	good	person.	Though	I	think	the	distinction	
between	skills	and	virtues	is	an	important	one,	I	also	think	that	Brooks	is	wrong	to	
imply that resume virtues are all that we need to produce excellence at work, or that 
eulogy	virtues	are	for	what	comes	after	that	work	has	ceased.	Eulogy	virtues	are	just	as	
important to becoming good doctors, good lawyers, good teachers, good nurses, good 
physical	therapists,	and	even	good	bankers	as	resume	virtues.	And	they	are	also	impor-
tant	to	becoming	good	children,	parents,	spouses,	friends,	and	citizens.	As	Aristotle	
maintained,	virtue	is	needed	for	material	success	just	as	it	is	needed	for	moral	success.18

And	even	if	academic	institutions	remain	reluctant	to	reenter	the	domain	of	character	
cultivation, even if they stick to their knitting and focus on the cultivation of intellect, 
I am confident that if cultivating intellect is understood as cultivating intellectual virtue, 
they	will	be	cultivating	good	people	as	a	by-product	of	cultivating	good	thinkers.	None	
of the intellectual virtues I discussed is only	an	intellectual	virtue.	Love	of	truth,	honesty,	
humility, perspective taking, courage, and wisdom will infect the social, cultural, political, 
and	moral	lives	of	students	and	simultaneously	enhance	their	intellectual	lives.	Good	
character	and	well-being	will	come	along	for	the	ride.	Aristotle	taught	us	that	happiness	
is	best	achieved	indirectly	as	a	by-product	of	excellence.19 If he was right, then perhaps 
the best thing that colleges and universities can do to promote the happiness of their 
students	is	to	cultivate	their	intellectual	virtues.
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4
Essay

Higher Education, the struggle  
for Democracy, and the Possibility  

of Classroom Grace1

Henry Giroux

todAy, higher eduCAtion functions largely as a workstation for training a global 
workforce	and	for	generating	capital	for	the	financial	elite.	Hence,	it	is	not	surprising	that	
many of these elite also view the more progressive ideals of higher education as significant 
threats	to	the	power	of	the	surveillance	state,	the	ultra-rich	and	religious	fundamentalists.	
Under	such	circumstances,	it	becomes	more	difficult	to	reclaim	a	history	in	which	the	
culture	of	business	is	not	the	culture	of	higher	education.	However,	this	is	certainly	not	
meant to suggest that higher education once existed in an idyllic past in which it only 
functioned as a public good and provided a public service in the interest of developing a 
democratic	polity.	
At	a	time	when	the	public	good	is	under	attack	and	there	seems	to	be	a	growing	apathy	

toward the social contract or any other civic-minded investment in public values and the 
larger common good, education must be seen as more than a pathway to a credential or 
a	job.	It	must	be	viewed	as	crucial	to	understanding	and	overcoming	the	current	crisis	of	
agency,	politics,	and	democracy	faced	by	many	young	people.	One	of	the	challenges	
faced by the current generation of educators and students is the need to reclaim the role 
that	education	has	historically	played	in	developing	critical	literacies	and	civic	capacities.	
At	the	heart	of	such	a	challenge	is	the	question	of	what	education	should	accomplish	in	
a	democracy.	What	work	do	educators	have	to	do	to	create	the	economic,	political,	and	
ethical conditions necessary to endow young people with the capacities to think, ques-
tion, doubt, imagine the unimaginable, and defend education as essential for inspiring 
and energizing the citizens necessary for the existence of a robust democracy? In a world 
in which egalitarian and democratic impulses are increasingly abandoned, what will it 
take	to	educate	young	people	to	challenge	authority	and	in	the	words	of	James	Baldwin,	
rob	history	of	its	tyrannical	power	and	“illuminate	that	darkness,	blaze	roads	through	
that vast forest, so that we will not, in all our doing, lose sight of its purpose, which is 
after	all,	to	make	the	world	a	more	human	dwelling	place?”2 

Higher education has always been fraught with notable inequities and anti-democratic 
tendencies, but it also once functioned as a crucial reminder of the pivotal role it might 
play in enabling students to take heed of, understand, and address social problems in the 
interests	of	pursuing	a	vibrant	democracy	to	come.	Understandably,	this	sounds	anach-
ronistic	in	an	age	when	education	is	being	privatized	and	instrumentalized.	But	John	
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Dewey’s	insistence	that	“democracy	must	be	reborn	in	each	generation,	and	education	is	
its	midwife”3	was	once	taken	seriously	by	many	political	and	academic	leaders.	Today,	
Dewey’s	once	vaunted	claim	has	been	willfully	ignored,	forgotten,	or	has	become	an	
object	of	scorn.4 

I have been writing about the relationship between education and democracy in the 
United	States	for	more	than	forty	years.	I	have	done	so	because	I	believe	that	democracy	
has	become	ever	more	fraught,	ever	more	at	risk	in	the	past	several	decades.	If	educational	
institutions choose not to nurture and develop generations of young people who are 
multi-literate, take on the roles of border-crossers, embrace civic courage, are socially 
responsible, and display compassion for others, it is possible that the democratic mission 
of	higher	education	will	disappear.	I	believe	that	any	talk	about	democracy,	justice,	and	
freedom has to begin with the issue of education, which plays a central role in producing 
the	identities,	values,	desires,	dreams,	and	commitments	that	shape	a	society’s	obligations	
to	the	future.	Education	in	this	instance	provides	the	intellectual,	moral,	and	political	
referents for how we imagine and construct a future better than the one inherited by 
previous	generations.	Within	such	a	critical	project,	education	is	defined	not	by	test	scores	
or the crude empiricism of a market-driven society, but rather by how it expands the 

capacities of students to be creative, question authority, 
and think carefully about a world in which justice and 
freedom	prevail	and	the	common	good	is	reaffirmed.	
Once	students	leave	the	university,	their	actions	and	
choices will be informed by a broader sense of ethical 
and social responsibilities, and this developing sense of 
who they are and their relationship to the larger world 
will be inextricably linked to what kind of world they 
make	for	themselves	and	future	generations.
Under	the	current	regime	of	market	fundamentalism,	

education is often narrowed to the teaching of pre-specified 
subject matter and stripped-down skills that can be 
assessed	through	standardized	testing.	This	enshrines	a	
pedagogy that kills the imagination and produces what 
might	be	called	embodied	incapacity.	The	administra-

tion	of	education	suffers	a	similar	fate.	Increasingly,	it	is	too	often	defined	by	a	business	
culture and corporate strategies rooted in a view of schooling that reduces it to a private 
act	of	consumption.	Lost	here	is	the	creation	of	the	thinking,	speaking,	acting	human	beings	
who	develop	“competence	in	matters	of	truth	and	goodness	and	beauty,	to	equip	them-
selves	adequately	for	choices	and	the	crucibles	of	private	and	public	life.”5 In opposition 
to the instrumental reduction of education to an adjunct of corporate and neoliberal inter-
ests that offer no language for relating the self to public life, social responsibility, or the 
demands of citizenship, young people must take on the challenge of developing critical 
approaches to education that illuminate how knowledge, values, desire, and social relations 
are	always	implicated	in	power	and	related	to	the	obligations	of	engaged	citizenship.
Critical	education	matters	because	it	allows	the	learner	to	question	everything	and	

complicates	one’s	relationship	to	oneself,	others,	and	the	larger	world.	It	also	functions	
to	“keep	historical	memory	alive,	to	give	witness	to	the	truth	of	the	past	so	that	the	
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politics	of	today	is	vibrantly	democratic.”6 Education has always been part of a broader 
political, social, and cultural struggle over knowledge, subjectivities, values, and the 
future.	Today,	however,	public	and	higher	education	are	under	a	massive	assault	in	a	
growing	number	of	countries,	including	the	United	States	and	the	United	Kingdom,	
because they represent one of the few institutions left in which young people can be 
taught to be critical, thoughtful, and engaged citizens who are willing to take risks, 
stretch	their	imaginations,	and	most	importantly	hold	power	accountable.	
The	attack	on	education	is	now	matched	by	a	war	on	youth.	Consequently,	the	current	

generation confronts a number of serious challenges at a time in which civil liberties, 
long term social investments, political integrity, and public values are under assault from 
a number of fundamentalist groups that exercise power from a wide range of spaces and 
cultural	apparatuses	in	an	age	marked	by	a	politics	of	disposability.7 This age is defined 
by rising numbers of homeless individuals; a growing army of debt-ridden students; 
entire populations deprived of basic necessities amid widening income disparities, swell-
ing refugee camps, and detention centers that house millions of economic migrants and 
political	refugees;	and	those	displaced	by	ecological	catastrophes.	And	in	addition	to	
these millions, more are contained in prisons and jails, and they are mostly nonviolent, 
mostly	poor,	and	mostly	uneducated.	The	current	generation	lives	at	a	time	in	which	
local police forces are militarized, drone strikes miss terrorists and wipe out wedding 
parties, the surveillance state threatens to erase any sense of privacy along with personal 
and	political	freedoms,	and	consuming	appears	to	be	the	only	obligation	of	citizenship.	
Legal lawlessness and a politics of disposability are the anti-democratic methods for dealing 
with those who are unable to pay their debts, violate a trivial rule in school, are unhoused 
from mental hospitals, or caught jaywalking in poor neighbourhoods, which make them 
prime	targets	for	the	criminal	justice	system.	The	politics	of	disposability	have	gone	
mainstream as more and more individuals and groups are now considered without social 
value and are therefore vulnerable and consigned to zones of abandonment, surveillance, 
and	incarceration.	
A	culture	of	fear	now	drives	major,	national	narratives	and	in	doing	so	has	replaced	a	

concern with social and economic injustice with an obsession regarding the violation of 
law	and	order.	Fear	now	propels	the	major	narratives	that	define	social	relations	and	
legitimize dominant forms of power freed from any sense of moral and political respon-
sibility,	if	not	accountability.	These	conditions	raise	a	number	of	challenges	for	existing	
and	future	generations	that	they	will	have	to	address.	What	conditions	need	to	be	put	in	
place that will enable young people to develop their critical capacities to be change agents? 
What will it take to dismantle the school to prison pipeline? How will the mechanisms 
that attempt to turn all black men into criminals in the schools and on the streets be dis-
mantled? How will the widespread anti-intellectualism that enables a culture of thought-
lessness and violence be stopped? What role might education play in putting limits on 
the growing atomization and isolation of everyday life and the ludicrous assumption that 
shopping is the highest expression of citizenship?

Education should prepare people to enter a society that badly needs to be reimagined 
through	the	ideals	of	a	substantive	democracy.	Such	a	task	is	political	and	pedagogical.	
Politically, this suggests defining higher education as a democratic public sphere and rejecting 
the	notion	that	the	culture	of	education	is	synonymous	with	the	culture	of	business.	
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Pedagogically, this suggests modes of teaching and learning that are designed to produce 
an informed public, enact and sustain a culture of questioning, and enable a critical, for-
mative	culture	that	advances	not	only	the	power	of	the	imagination,	but	also	what	Kristen	
Case	calls	“moments	of	classroom	grace.”8 Pedagogies that promote classroom grace allow 
students	to	reflect	critically	on	commonsense	understandings	of	the	world	and	begin	to	
question, however troubling, their senses of agency, relationships to others, and relationships 
to	the	larger	world.	This	is	a	pedagogy	that	requires	us	to	ask	why	we	have	wars,	massive	
inequality, a surveillance state, the commodification of everything, and the collapse of the 
public	into	the	private.	This	is	not	merely	a	methodical	consideration,	but	is	also	a	moral	
and political practice because it presupposes the creation of critically engaged students who 
can	imagine	a	future	in	which	justice,	equality,	freedom,	and	democracy	matter.

Taking seriously the role of higher education as a democratic public sphere also poses 
the	challenge	of	teaching	students	to	become	agents	of	social	change.	Another	is	to	teach	

them the skills, knowledge, and values that they can use 
to organize political movements capable of stopping the 
destruction of the environment, ending the vast 
inequalities in our society, and building a world based 
on love and generosity rather than on selfishness and 
materialism.	In	this	instance,	the	classroom	should	be	a	
space	of	grace—a	place	to	think	critically,	ask	troubling	
questions, and take risks, even though that may mean 
transgressing established norms and bureaucratic proce-
dures.	At	the	same	time,	it	is	important	to	remember	
that schools are not going to change one classroom at a 
time.	Faculty	need	to	organize	not	just	for	better	pay,	
but also to once again gain control over their classrooms 
by altering the modes of governance that concentrate 

power	in	the	hands	of	administrators	and	reduce	most	faculty	to	part-time	status.	This	
means building a movement to create a different kind of educational system and a more 
democratic	society.	It	also	suggests	that	academics	need	to	do	more	than	teach	behind	the	
safety	of	their	classroom	doors.	They	should	also	make	efforts	to	be	involved	in	politics,	
run for local school boards, become publicly engaged citizens, use the power of ideas to 
move their peers and others, and work to develop the institutions that allow everybody 
to participate in the creation of a world in which justice matters, the environment matters, 
and	living	lives	of	decency	and	dignity	matter.	In	short,	they	can	become	public	intellectuals	
willing to create the pedagogical, political, and economic conditions that connect learning 
to	social	change	and	pedagogy	to	the	pressing	problems	that	face	the	United	States	and	
the	rest	of	the	globe.	

There are a number of issues that academics in their capacity as public intellectuals 
can	take	up	and	address,	of	which	I	will	suggest	three.	First,	they	can	define	higher	edu-
cation as a public good for multiple audiences, address a range of important social issues, 
and lend their voices and analyses to the plethora of alternative public spheres that are 
opening	up	online.	They	could	make	the	important	argument	that	in	any	democratic	
society, education should be viewed as a right not an entitlement and suggest a reordering 
of	state	and	federal	priorities	to	make	that	happen.
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Second, academics need to help ensure that students help to determine the development 
of	their	own	educations.	Students	are	not	customers,	and	they	should	have	the	right	to	
formidable and critical educations not dominated by corporate values; moreover, they 
should have a say in the shaping of their educations and what it means to expand and 
deepen	the	practice	of	freedom	and	democracy.	Young	people	have	been	left	out	of	the	
discourse	of	democracy.	They	are	the	new	disposables	who	lack	jobs,	decent	educations,	
hope,	and	any	semblance	of	a	future	better	than	the	one	their	parents	inherited.	They	
are a reminder of how finance capital has abandoned any viable vision of the future, 
including	one	that	would	support	future	generations.	This	is	a	mode	of	politics	and	capital	
that	eats	its	own	children	and	throws	their	fate	to	the	vagaries	of	the	market.	If	any	society	
is	in	part	judged	by	how	it	views	and	treats	its	children,	American	society	by	all	accounts	
has truly failed in a colossal way and in doing so provides a glimpse of the heartlessness 
at	the	core	of	the	new	authoritarianism.
Finally,	though	far	from	least,	there	is	a	need	to	oppose	the	ongoing	shift	in	power	

relations	between	faculty	and	the	managerial	class.	Central	to	this	view	of	higher	education	
in	the	United	States	is	a	market-driven	paradigm,	the	purpose	of	which	it	to	eliminate	
tenure, turn the humanities into a job preparation service, and transform most faculties 
into	an	army	of	temporary,	subaltern	labor.	For	instance,	in	the	United	States,	out	of	1.5	
million	faculty	members,	one	million	are	“adjuncts	who	are	earning,	on	average,	$20K	a	
year gross, with no benefits or healthcare, and no unemployment insurance when they are 
out	of	work.”9 The indentured service status of such faculty is put on full display as some 
colleges	have	resorted	to	using	“temporary	service	agencies	to	do	their	formal	hiring.”10 
Record numbers of adjuncts are now on food stamps and receive some form of public 
assistance.	Given	how	little	they	are	paid,	this	should	not	come	as	a	surprise,	though	that	
does	not	make	it	any	less	shameful.11	As	Noam	Chomsky	argues,	this	reduction	of	faculty	to	
the	status	of	subaltern	labor	is	“part	of	a	corporate	business	model	designed	to	reduce	labor	
costs	and	to	increase	labor	servility.”12 Too many faculty are now removed from the governing 
structure of higher education and as a result have been abandoned to the misery of impov-
erished	wages,	excessive	classes,	no	health	care,	and	few,	if	any,	social	benefits.	This	is	shameful	
and is not merely an education issue but a deeply political matter based on how neoliberal 
ideology and policy have imposed on higher education an anti-democratic governing structure 
that	mimics	the	broader	authoritarian	forces	now	threatening	the	United	States.
We	may	live	in	the	shadow	of	the	corporate	state,	but	the	future	is	still	open.	The	time	

has come to develop a form of higher education in which civic values and social responsi-
bility become central to invigorating and fortifying a new era of civic engagement; a renewed 
sense of social agency; and an impassioned vision, organization, and set of strategies that can 
be used to once again make higher education central to the meaning of the ongoing struggle 
to	embrace	and	live	out	the	promise	of	a	substantive	democracy.	
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5
Provocation

against the culture of acquiescence: 
Why Students need Liberal Learning  
for their own Well-Being as well as  

the Well-Being of Society
William M. Sullivan

This is a perplexing and difficulT momenT for	higher	education	in	America.  
Dissatisfaction	is	the	tenor	of	much	public	discussion.	Concerns	about	the	cost,	value,	
and efficacy of college have brought back the question of the purpose of higher learning, 
though	not	usually	in	a	thoughtful	or	coherent	way.	Some	would	streamline	the	academy	
to	make	it	as	cost-effective	a	training	system	for	a	national	workforce	as	possible.	Others,	
rightly alarmed at the myopia and stridency of such demands, emphasize the value of 
critical,	detached	thinking,	particularly	as	taught	in	the	academic	disciplines.	A	determined	
but smaller number of voices have emphasized the need to reinvigorate and expand the 
values of liberal learning to encompass critical intellect and vocational preparation within 
the	broader	aim	of	forming	citizens	able	to	understand,	reflect,	and	act	with	confidence.	

The most pervasive attitude, however, is one of disengagement from the larger situa-
tion,	which	mirrors	the	psychic	climate	of	American	society	as	whole.	Like	psychological	
dissociation, disengagement may be tempting to individuals or groups overwhelmed by 
the	forces	of	disruption.	Yet	in	the	aggregate,	a	stance	of	disengagement	is	profoundly	
maladaptive.	The	most	salient	threats	to	our	well-being—the	global	instability	caused	by	
inter-cultural	and	inter-religious	conflict,	unguided	technological	growth	and	environmental	
degradation, and the gross economic and social inequalities that are wreaking havoc within 
an	ever	more	interconnected	global	society—all	require	the	ability	to	think	incisively	
and	act	responsibly	as	citizens.	Coping	with	the	challenges	of	the	twenty-first	century	
demands	a	widening	of	perspectives	and	an	enlarged	sense	of	responsibility—exactly	the	
opposite	of	disengagement.	

This mismatch between the challenges we face and the contracting of awareness 
evident in disengagement make achieving the mission of higher education extremely 
challenging.	The	real	question	is	the	following:	What strategies can higher education deploy 
in the face of this engagement deficit for the sake of today’s students and for the collective 
future of our global society? Two	in	particular	recommend	themselves.	The	first	is	reinvig-
oration of the spirit of liberal learning so as to enable all students, not just a select few, 
to make sense of themselves and the world, to discover meaningful purposes that connect 
their	own	well-being	with	contribution	to	the	larger	society.	The	second	is	participation	
in	an	educational	community.	To	meet	the	challenges	of	the	present,	such	communities	
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must intentionally link academic, personal, and career exploration with awareness of 
sharing	a	larger	life.	Such	communities	of	learning	are	needed	if	students	are	to	develop	
the	confidence	to	engage	with	their	times.	Imaginatively	developed	and	energetically	led,	
communities of learning that foster student growth in its many dimensions offer higher 
education its best possibility to address the challenges of the present and renew its own 
distinctive	mission.

The engagemenT deficiT: a culTure of acquiescence

The urgent need to revitalize the tradition of liberal learning and strengthen academic 
community	emerges	with	special	clarity	in	the	current	context	of	disengagement.	The	
inability to imagine a genuine alternative to a dysfunctional present is a telltale mark of 
today’s	culture	of	acquiescence.1 In the academy, perhaps the prime symptom of this 
condition	is	the	fixation	on	employability	as	the	sole	measure	of	educational	value.	Of	
course, in an economic climate of slow growth and radical insecurity, this is understand-

able.	But	nevertheless	this	agenda	represents	a	drastic	con-
striction of perspective that limits the intellectual range of 
the	nation’s	future	workforce	and	threatens	the	very	adapt-
ability	its	promoters	seek.	The	complexity	of	our	current	
challenges	demands	breadth	of	mind—real	thinking	outside	
the	box—and	a	synthetic	sensibility.	Reducing	higher	edu-
cation’s	mandate	to	technical	training	will	constrict	the	very	
capacities	needed	to	escape	current	constraints.	
The	larger	context	is	far	from	inviting.	Many	Americans	

are	angry.	They	are	also	anxious,	fearful,	and	moved	by	con-
tending	concerns	and	agendas.	Redress	for	racial	injustice	
moves some; others advocate a drastic closing of ranks and 
raising	of	barriers	to	obtain	security.	Beneath	both,	like	a	
continuing base note, an ominous but stealthy, long-term, 
economic inequality has produced a society radically sepa-
rated into winners and losers, which magnifies the power 
and	influence	of	the	winners	to	control	national	policy.	
It	has	also	inflicted	more	economic	pain	on	the	majority,	

made life more precarious, and skewed rates of morbidity and mortality well beyond those 
of	any	other	wealthy	nation.2

Placed	as	they	are	in	the	midst	of	these	dispiriting	realities,	today’s	students	have	
responded	in	apparently	contradictory	ways.	The	recent	research	of	Richard	Arum	and	
Josipa	Roksa	provides	a	detailed	picture	of	disengagement.	They	found	that	a	large	number	
of	students	at	a	wide	range	of	institutions	are	simply	“adrift.”	These	emerging	adults	adopt	
a	strategy	of	simply	getting	by	academically.	Their	varying	burdens	of	debt	notwithstanding,	
they focus their energies on social life and defer as long as possible entrance into the adult 
world	of	career	and	responsibility.	These	students	are	neither	strongly	driven	to	achieve	
nor	adequately	prepared	to	make	their	ways	after	graduation	in	careers	or	life.3

By	contrast,	students	at	the	nation’s	most	selective	universities	and	colleges	have	been	
compared	by	William	Deresiewicz	to	“excellent	sheep”:	highly	ambitious,	strongly	com-
petitive,	and	self-confident.	Their	success	has	become	a	key	purpose	in	the	upper	middle	
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class	families	from	which	they	mostly	come.	The	problem,	argues	Deresiewicz,	is	that	
their success breeds a sense of entitlement and a conspicuous unwillingness to risk ques-
tioning the goal of achieving the next rung of success toward which they, like sheep, are 
being	driven	by	competitive	pressure.	The	nation’s	ambitious	and	academically	oriented	
youth	are	simply	“trained	to	operate	within	the	system,	never	to	imagine	how	[they]	
might	create	a	better	one.”4

Like rising levels of depression and anxiety among the young, this bifurcation of 
student	attitudes	into	drift	or	unreflective	drive	for	achievement	is	another	symptom	of	
a	deep	caution	about	larger	commitments	and	purposes	and	a	constriction	of	imagination.	
What these apparently opposed attitudes share is an acceptance of current conditions as 
inevitable and the consequent adaptation of a wary strategy of limited trust and condi-
tional	loyalties.	Why	is	this	happening	to	so	many	emerging	adults?	Some	blame	the	
spread of attention-stealing communications devices that keep individuals enmeshed in 
circles	of	status	anxiety	and	gossip.	Others	blame	the	growing	fluidity	of	social	relation-
ships	and	possible	styles	of	living.	Still	others	blame	an	ever-expanding	commercialization	
of	everything	from	dog	walking	to	child	rearing.	All	of	these	trends	may	well	contribute	
to	the	current	confusion	and	avoidance	of	hard	realities.	However,	the	most	plausible	
explanation is the relentless pressure of constant competition for prestige, economic success, 
even	simple	survival	that	for	many	people	of	all	classes	has	overwhelmed	other	aims.	

We live in a society of contracting awareness and diminishing attention in a moment 
that demands we become more widely aware of and attentive to the complexity of the 
situation	that	confronts	us.	The	struggle	to	stay	ahead	of	the	competition,	or	at	least	
remain	afloat,	has	so	engulfed	most	people’s	consciousness	that	there	seems	to	be	little	if	
any	psychic	space	or	energy	left	with	which	to	attend	the	larger	reality.	As	the	economic	
competition becomes more severe, and the consequences of losing more dire, the time 
horizon	contracts.	Even	among	the	most	successful,	the	willingness	to	take	risks,	to	go	
all	out	for	that	fleeting	chance,	and	to	subject	others	to	risk	has	become	almost	over-
whelming.	From	reality	TV	to	Wolf Hall, these imperatives dominate much of popular 
culture.	“If	you	don’t,”	says	the	watchword	of	the	hour,	“be	sure	the	other	guy	will!”	
Faculty	and	educational	professionals	of	all	kinds	have	been	subject	to	the	same	pressures.	

Faculty,	too,	are	heavily	focused	on	the	immediate	competitive	situation.	One’s	standing	
within	a	discipline,	academic	status,	and	achievement	of	tenure—for	junior	faculty	for-
tunate	enough	to	be	able	to	aspire	to	it—have	taken	on	such	importance	that	the	con-
cerns regarding liberal arts teaching and the preparation of students for purposeful lives 
are	often	greeted	with	suspicion	or	indifference.	Institutions	of	higher	learning	seem	caught	
between a sense of mission and what is perceived as tightening constraints on the ability 
to	do	anything	other	than	meet	the	competition.	As	in	the	business	world,	such	scenarios	
are	likely	to	lead	to	a	race	to	the	bottom	by	cutting	costs	and	cheapening	the	product.	
It	is	also	evident	that	these	tendencies	have	intensified	divisions	and	conflicts	along	

racial,	ethnic,	religious,	and	national	lines.	These	deep	divisions—augmented	and	
exacerbated	by	socio-economic	stress—breed	resentment,	outrage,	anxiety,	and	aggres-
siveness.	They	put	huge	obstacles	in	the	way	of	common	responses	to	shared	problems.	
Acquiescence	becomes	a	destructive	and	maladaptive	response	that	leads	not	only	to	a	
closing down, a narrowing of perspective, but also to a decreased willingness to trust 
others.	Acquiescence	weakens	confidence	in	the	possibility	to	change	the	direction	of	
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our institutions to realize justice and enhance cooperation and thereby undercuts civic 
life	at	its	roots.	It	eviscerates	the	taproots	of	interdependence	whose	support	provides	
individuals with the assurance that by working with others, they can enhance and expand 
their	lives.	

addressing drifT: humanisTic learning  
and The recovery of educaTional purpose

The difficulty presented by this pervasive disengagement has resulted in increased attention 
to	student	motivation	to	learn.	In	summing	up	a	large	body	of	scientific	literature	on	
learning,	Richard	P.	Kealing	and	Richard	H.	Hirsh	emphasize	that	“learning	that	sticks,	
the kind that leads to the kind of changes we expect of college, what we call higher 
learning,	requires	rich	engagement	with	new	material	.	.	.	the	outcome	of	this	engage-
ment is a concrete and tangible change in how one thinks and makes sense of the 
world.”5 Noting that colleges and universities can typically demonstrate only limited 
success	in	this	core	aspect	of	their	missions,	Kealing	and	Hirsh	emphasize	that	learning	
demands not only cognitive attention, but also engagement of emotional energy, 
imagination,	and	perseverance.	
In	their	recent	study	of	the	undergraduate	experience,	sociologists	Daniel	F.	Chambliss	

and	Christopher	G.	Takacs	conclude	that	“human	contact,	especially	face-to-face,	seems	
to	have	an	unusual	influence	on	what	students	do,	on	the	directions	their	careers	take,	
and	on	their	experience	of	college.”6 They found that the key factors that account for 
student motivation and therefore engagement in learning were the quality of relationships 
between students and faculty and the ability of students to find meaningful connections with 
a	campus	community	oriented	toward	intellectual	and	personal	development.	

Taken together, these findings underscore the continuing relevance of the central 
teaching practices developed by liberal education, especially the humanistic pedagogies, 
that build personal relations between faculty and students in the pursuit of a broad 
understanding	of	themselves	and	the	world.	In	other	words,	contemporary	research	is	
helping to reclaim insights and approaches to learning that have been at the historic core 
of	humanistic	learning	but	have	for	various	reasons	been	neglected.	These	include	
involvement of students with their subject matter, their evolving self-understanding and 
personal	development,	and	the	formative	aim	of	educating	active	democratic	citizens.	
This research-supported approach to teaching and learning, then, holds an important 
implication	about	the	possibilities	opened	by	today’s	evolving	digital	technology.	
New technologies should be promoted as they prove able to enhance and extend these 
relationships	and	pedagogies,	not	as	cost-driven	replacements	for	them.7

The signature of humanistic learning and inquiry is its cultivation of a double or 
bi-focal	vision	of	knowledge.	On	the	one	hand,	humanistic	inquiry	values	intellectual	
rigor and cognitive tools of analysis through which persons and events are analyzed from 
the outside. But	humanistic	learning	also	seeks	to	understand	the	meaning	of	actions	
and events from within, from the point of view of an engaged participant in the human 
story.	More	specialized	modes	of	cognition,	including	the	objectified,	analytical	view	of	
the sciences (which has proven so powerful for understanding and controlling the natural 
world), are valuable tools for humanistic inquiry, but their significance must still be 
sought	within	the	matrix	of	social,	historical	forms	of	life	that	make	up	human	culture.
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Humanistic	learning,	therefore,	can	never	attend	only	to	the	cognitive.	It	uses	critical,	
skeptical	analysis	to	gain	distance	and	insight.	But	like	the	arts,	the	practice	of	humanistic	
inquiry	also	requires	imagination,	empathy,	and	aesthetic	and	moral	awareness.	Because	such	
inquiry and the humanistic learning it seeks to promote participate in the human contexts 
they seek to understand, they must employ critical distance and personal engagement that 
includes	ethical	sensitivity	and	impersonal	judgment.	

The irreplaceable value of this kind of learning for higher education is that it provides 
students	with	a	vast	and	deep	cultural	fund	of	human	experience.	From	this	they	can	
freely	draw	as	they	explore	self	and	world	in	their	search	for	significance	and	purpose.	
Because	humanistic	pedagogy	is	necessarily	rooted	in	human	history	and	culture	and	the	
history of science and technology, it is in principle open to all areas of human endeavor 
as	subject	matter.	And	this	is	why	the	often	chilly	relations	between	the	disciplines	of	the	
humanities	and	the	sciences	constitute	a	significant	deficit	for	liberal	learning	in	today’s	
academy.	The	scope	and	urgency	of	current	practical	challenges	should	make	better	inte-
gration across the disciplines a particularly salient priority for those who seek to overcome 
the	culture	of	acquiescence.	

againsT The culTure of acquiescence:  
recovering The engaged sTance in learning and life

The	import	of	this	bi-focal	humanistic	stance	for	higher	education	in	our	global	era—
which demands greater empathic understanding of others and greater responsibility than 
previously—has	been	trenchantly	argued	by	William	Theodore	de	Bary.	De	Bary	pioneered	
the	introduction	of	East	Asian	studies	to	the	American	academy	and	now	proposes	a	
new role for the study of culture and tradition in The Great Civilized Conversation: 
Education for a World Community.8 In	this	work,	de	Bary	illustrates	the	bi-focal,	engaged	
stance	of	humanistic	inquiry.
De	Bary	urges	us	to	recast	the	role	of	humanistic	studies	so	that	the	texts	and	artifacts	

of past traditions of learning from the East and the West become more than simply 
museums	to	visit.	They	are	in	potential	much	more:	sources	of	rich	comparison	and	
contrast to help us understand the present and provoke questions about how to construe 
the	future.	De	Bary	notes	that	an	educational	focus	on	core	or	classic	texts—a	notion	
resonant	in	East	Asia—was	emphasized	not	only	to	develop	critical	thinking	skills,	but	
also	to	propose	models	for	exploration	and	assimilation.	These	works	include	art	as	well	
as	texts	and	were	intended	to	expand	the	imaginations	of	students.	They	were	to	be	rich	
and	multi-faceted	enough	to	incite	students’	own	probing	and	to	be	useful	for	their	own	
lives	and	historical	situations.9 
The	value	of	humanistic	pedagogy,	de	Bary	insists,	lies	in	its	explicit	intent	to	engage	

students	collectively	with	issues	of	living.	At	its	best,	active	discussion	by	students	with	
each other and with the instructor leads to the recasting of inherited understandings; 
students	can	use	these	discussions	to	illuminate	other	texts	and	the	contemporary	situation.	
In a democratic society that depends upon its citizens for direction, he argues that this 
pedagogy	needs	to	be	a	consciously	civic	one	that	teaches	students	“to	deal	in	an	informed	
way	with	the	shared	problems	of	contemporary	society.”10 Such discussion can promote 
and	model	active	civic	discourse	and	exemplify	the	value	and	difficulty	of	civility—a	
learning	by	doing.	
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In	today’s	interconnected	but	perilous	global	era	characterized	by	what	de	Bary	calls	
“a	runaway	market	and	technology,”11	accessing	the	experiences	and	reflections	of	the	past	
and understanding the religious, political, and moral concepts of other civilizations take on 
new	urgency.	He	points	out	that	the	current,	economic	and	national	competitive	rivalry	
that exists on a global scale, abetted by explosive technological growth, poses an enormous 
threat	to	humanity	and	the	planet	itself.	Learning	of	real	value,	then,	must	illuminate	our	
engagements	and	prompt	a	higher	degree	of	personal	and	collective	responsibility.	Such	
learning	may	even	demand	that	we	change	how	we	approach	life.12 Rather than presenting 
a reassuring and complacent picture, humanistic learning is intended to hold up a mirror 
and	demand	self-reflection	and	response	from	the	learner	and	educator	alike.	Devising	the	
forms of thinking and acting that can link everyday life consciously to these larger challenges 
and	so	fulfill	the	promise	of	humanistic	learning	is	the	pedagogical	problem	of	our	age.13

The pracTical grounding of learning in communiTy

It	was	John	Dewey	who	declared	the	“ethical	principle	underlying	education”	to	be	
“interest	in	the	community	welfare,	an	interest	which	is	intellectual	and	practical	as	well	
as	emotional—an	interest,	that	is	to	say,	in	perceiving	whatever	makes	for	social	order	and	
progress	and	for	carrying	these	principles	into	execution.”14	Dewey	called	this	attitude	

“the	ultimate	ethical	habit”	and	argued	that	this	was	the	end	
to	which	all	other	aspects	of	education	had	to	be	related.	
Expanded to the concerns with global society and planetary 
ecology, yet also concretized in social relationships on campus 
and between the campus and the societies in which it is 
embedded,	Dewey’s	“ultimate	ethical	habit”	well	describes	the	
aim	that	twenty-first	century	higher	education	needs	to	embody.	
This is the larger meaning of the concept that liberal learning 
has	a	civic	purpose.	
Andrew	Delbanco	reminds	us	that	in	the	face	of	what	he	calls	

the	“siege	of	uncertainty”	faced	by	today’s	student	generation,	
higher education as a whole is doing far too little to help students 
cope.15	Delbanco	notes	one	major	reason	for	this	failure:	the	

sense	of	community	that	has	been	“at	the	core	of	the	college	idea”	is	in	danger	of	being	over-
whelmed	by	entropic	forces.	Without	an	experience	of	connection	and	trust,	he	emphasizes,	
students find it hard to achieve one of the most important outcomes of college: learning that 
“to	serve	others	is	to	serve	oneself”	since	it	is	only	by	participation	in	a	worthy	form	of	social	
life	that	personal	purpose	can	be	found.	This,	far	more	than	career	success	alone,	remains	
the	enormous	gift	that	higher	education	can	bestow,	“thereby	countering	the	loneliness	and	
aimlessness	by	which	all	people,	young	and	old,	can	be	afflicted.”16

Humanistic learning can most easily find common ground with the recent emphasis 
on experiential education by attending to the need to build and sustain vibrant, inter-
generational,	intellectual	communities	of	learning.	These	efforts	have	sought	to	help	
students put learning to work in actual contexts of social living and thereby to develop 
habits	of	inquiry	and	cooperation	so	they	can	go	on	learn	from	their	experiences.	Bringing	
these educational trajectories into mutually beneficial dialogue and cross-fertilization is 
one	of	the	emerging	frontiers	in	undergraduate	education.	

Rather than presenting 
a reassuring and 
complacent picture, 
humanistic learning is 
intended to hold up 
a mirror and demand 
self-reflection and  
response from the learner 
and educator alike 
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The practical basis for these developments, however, is ultimately the same as that of 
effective learning of any kind: constructive and mutually responsive relationships based 
upon	the	shared	purpose	of	learning.	It	is	worth	remembering	that	the	experience	of	
such	community	is	the	very	source	of	educational	vitality.	It	is	a	renewable	resource	must	
be	carefully	tended.	Its	neglect	has	weakened	the	ability	of	our	institutions	of	higher	learning	
to	break	out	of	the	trap	of	acquiescence.	
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is Well-Being an individual Matter?
Kazi Joshua

there Are A vAriety of WAys to approach the human community and how we understand 
our	place	in	it.	For	purposes	of	clarity,	I	want	to	suggest	that	Rene	Descartes	offered	one	way:	
“I	think,	therefore	I	am.”	There	are	clear	implications	for	this	view,	in	particular,	how	the	
individual	relates	to	the	community.	It	suggests	a	level	of	autonomy	and	disconnectedness	
that I want to argue is a fiction and problematizes the project of collective responsibility 
and	well-being.	In	fact,	it	seems	to	me	this	is	the	dominant	paradigm	that	we	have	applied	
in	higher	education.	Our	talk	of	collective	well-being,	high	impact	practices,	civic	learning,	
group work, and community service is in many ways undermined by the emphasis on 
the	individual	as	the	unit	of	analysis	in	our	work	with	students.
There	is	another	way	to	think	about	the	human	community	and	experience.	Here	

I	draw	from	Ubuntu	philosophy	in	which	the	argument	is	rephrased	as:	“I	am	a	person	
through	other	persons”1	or	to	contrast	Descartes,	“I	belong,	therefore	I	am.”	The	impli-
cation is that community is the formative social structure of the individual and, therefore, 
that the well-being of the community is fundamentally connected to the well-being of 
the	individual.	In	this	model,	it	would	not	be	possible	for	individuals	to	flourish	if	the	
community	was	decaying.	I	want	to	suggest	that	we	need	to	rethink	how	we	have	been	
approaching	this	whole	question	of	well-being	and	the	project	of	higher	education.

So when we talk about well-being, what do we mean? In The Well-being Manifesto for 
a Flourishing Society,	Nic	Marks	and	Hetan	Shaw	suggest	the	following:	“One	of	the	key	
aims	of	a	democratic	government	is	to	promote	the	good	life:	a	flourishing	society,	where	
citizens	are	happy,	healthy,	capable	and	engaged	.	.	.	.	Well-being	is	more	than	just	happiness.	
As	well	as	feeling	satisfied	and	happy,	well-being	means	developing	as	a	person,	being	
fulfilled,	and	making	a	contribution	to	the	community.”2

The invitation is to think about all aspects of our work with students with this frame 
in	mind.	Does	our	method	of	evaluating	students	for	admission	value	students	as	parts	
of	communities	(cohorts)	or	does	it	value	them	as	SAT	scores,	essays,	and	padded	resumes?	
How	does	the	whole	education	experience—or	the	course	unit,	the	credit	hour,	the	transcript,	
even	the	diploma–reflect	community?	The	Posse	Foundation,	one	of	the	most	prominent	
college preparation and youth leadership development initiatives in the country, promotes 
taking an approach to student cohorts as collectives whose fate in the educational enterprise 
is	tied	to	the	well-being	of	others.3 Is there something to be learned from this perspective? 
If we took that stance seriously, would our methods of assessment, graduation ceremonies, 
and	units	of	support	services	change?	Might	we	even	be	challenged	to	reconsider	how	
faculty are rewarded and recognized?
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Why might understanding well-being as a collective rather than as an individual 
experience	be	a	compelling	case	to	make?	Because	we	understand	that	our	fate	as	indi-
viduals	is	tied	to	each	other	as	parts	of	community.	We	understand	that	the	work	of	
elected officials is often hampered because they have paid attention to their own narrow 
self-interests	or	those	of	their	parochial	districts.	There	is	an	emerging	consensus	that	the	
current	arrangements	of	power	do	not	serve	the	full	purposes	of	a	democratic	ideal.	The	
ongoing challenge of civic leadership, like that of learning and of fully becoming, is to 
explore,	to	recognize,	and	to	respect	while	taking	account	of	more	than	narrow	interests.	
Our	educational	work,	while	informative,	is	also	formative.

We know that in real life, individuals rarely work by themselves on matters of social 
change	or	on	issues	that	affect	large	populations.	I	agree	with	Albert	Bandura	when	he	
says,	“Many	of	the	challenges	of	life	center	on	common	problems	that	require	people	to	
work	together	with	a	collective	voice	to	change	their	lives	for	the	better.”4 So if part of 
educating the next generation of leaders is about solving common problems, then it 
seems that we must craft learning environments in which those skills are taught, and we 
must	also	create	reward	structures	in	which	what	we	believe	is	important	is	valued.

In the end, there are many reminders about how we are connected to each other as 
human	beings–that	being	human	is	more	than	what	Descartes	suggested.	We	are	

reminded	by	the	labor	movement’s	slogan	that	“an	injury	
to	one	[is]	an	injury	to	all”5	and	by	Martin	Luther	King	
Jr.’s	insistence	in	his	“Letter	from	Birmingham	Jail”	that	
“injustice	anywhere	is	a	threat	to	justice	everywhere.”6

These	are	more	than	platitudes.	I	think	we	are	challenged	
to consider the well-being of students in the communal 
contexts	in	which	they	live	and	study.	From	time	to	time,	
we are reminded in our national life that what affects others 
affects	us	also.	The	recent	epidemic	of	Ebola	caused	
national leaders of both parties to agree that this was an area 
in	which	action	had	to	be	taken.	It	would	be	a	stretch	to	
simply	argue	that	this	was	because	the	well-being	of	Africans	
was	affected.	Rather,	it	was	the	realization	that	we	are	some-
how	connected	in	this	globalized	world.	It	is	this	spirit	of	

collective life and responsibility that I am arguing is central to well-being, and also that we 
ignore	it	at	our	own	peril.	Justice	Stephen	Breyer	makes	the	following	claim	that	I	believe	is	
consistent with the case that I have been trying to advance here:

The future of the American constitutional idea, then, is the future of a shared set 
of ideals. This implies a shared commitment to practices necessary to make any 
democracy work: conversation, participation, flexibility, and compromise. Such a 
commitment cannot guarantee success in overcoming serious problems: terrorism, 
environmental degradation, population growth, energy security, and the like. But 
it does imply a certain attitude toward finding solutions—a willingness to explore 
options, to search for consensus, and not to be “too sure” of oneself, a habit of mind 
that Judge Learned Hand once defined as the very “spirit of liberty.”7

We were challenged by our
students to explore deeply 
why we were looking at history 
and not engaging with the 
unfolding events of our time. 
Those deep conversations of 
conscience, of safety, and of 
privilege forced us to re-chart 
our course and include 
St. Louis, MO in our itinerary 
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Let me conclude by acknowledging the debt I owe a friend and colleague, a professor 
of political science at Allegheny College, a member of my community with whom I have 
had the privilege of sharing some of these ideas. I have learned from him as my thinking 
has expanded. We were fortunate to teach a course in the summer of 2014 on voting 
rights as part of a two-year theme at Allegheny. The course included a travel component, 
and we went to all the key civil rights locations in the South. At the same time, events 
were unfolding in Ferguson, MO, which appeared to us to be the current site of the 
struggle for justice and human dignity that we were studying. We were challenged by our 
students to explore deeply why we were looking at history and not engaging with the 
unfolding events of our time. Those deep conversations of conscience, of safety, and of 
privilege forced us to re-chart our course and include St. Louis, MO in our itinerary as a 
way of recognizing that an injury to one is an injury to all and that whatever affects one, 
affects all. Our well-being in Meadville, PA could not make sense in the face of the death 
of Michael Brown. We could no longer be implicated by silence and individual safety.

We understood in that moment, at the insistence of our students, that well-being 
meant making a contribution to the community. So we were there in St. Louis at the 
National Day of Action in October, 2014 to bear witness to the possibility that we could 
stand in solidarity with others because we belonged to the same community.
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Understanding the  
complexities of Well-Being

Elizabeth Minnich

to understAnd Well-being As both An iMMediAte, ground-level objective and as  
a purpose, an end that overarches, braids, and justifies all other tenets of good, demo-
cratic education seems to me simultaneously (and obviously) correct and yet difficult to 
comprehend,	a	paradox	that	I	fear	allows	the	potential	for	mistranslation.

soMe obvious diffiCulties 
I do not trust some of the paths we might take to try to turn well-being into an effective 
vision	for	education	in	our	time.	There	are	many	reasons	for	this	difficulty,	some	that	are	
immediately	contemporary.	I	will	start	with	them,	in	large	part	because	they	are	the	easiest	
to	critique,	even	though	in	terms	of	real	influence,	they	are	also	currently	the	most	difficult	
to	dissolve.	The	most	evident	issue	is	the	degree	to	which	education	has	been	placed	in	
the economic realm through privatization, which means by definition that profit becomes 
the	bottom-line	justification.	This	market	orientation	is	echoed	by	political	figures,	and	
by rightly, job-scared students and parents who have bought the line (also heavily played 
by for-profit school recruiters, it should be noted) that seeking anything other than a degree 
that	leads	straight	to	a	well-paying	job	or	any	job	at	all	is	a	dangerous	luxury.	

This economism, as I have come to call it for its ideological reductionism and fervency 
(whether for marketing or from belief, anger, or fear) includes the adoption of business-style 
management in academe, whether or not it is in actual situations appropriate, in order to fix the 
failed	academic	model.	What	makes	economism	and	one	of	its	prime	expressions,	managerial-
ism, or any other semi-coherent ends-to-means constructs of what does and ought to matter 
for	educational	institutions	is,	of	course,	a	key	(but	not	simple)	question	and	judgment.	It	is	
my own fervent hope that re-focusing on well-being may help us break out of economism and 
other,	singularly-focused	purposes	that	have	competed	with	each	other	in	recent	years.	To	do	so,	
however,	we	will	have	to	avoid	the	utterly	non-trivial	pitfall	of	reductionism.	Of	all	human	
undertakings, education may be the very last one upon which we should force the craving for 
the	unambiguous,	the	strictly	comparable,	the	jargonized,	the	standard.	Unless,	of	course,	we	
are weary of such demanding, complex, and often messy matters as learning and freedom and 
wish	to	nip	their	full	potential	in	the	bud	among	the	young	and	other	aspiring	newcomers.	

refleCting on CoMPlexities of MeAning

Clearly,	I	believe	it	is	crucial	to	reflect	together	on	what	well-being	means,	at	least	when	
we are speaking of ends, purposes, principles, and values that undergird and overarch 
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efforts	to	act.	We	need	capacious	meanings	that	allow	us	to	continue	to	converse,	to	dis-
cover,	to	disagree	about	specifics	without	ultimate	clashes.	And	I	would	submit	that	we	
also	need	more	than	a	few	meanings	that	are	quite	different	from	each	other.	Our	schools	
differ,	and	this	variation	remains	important	for	a	welcoming,	always	renewing	democracy.	
Well-being,	richly	rather	than	reductively	construed,	will	surely	reflect	differently	at	a	
religiously-affiliated school; a business school; a state university; a small, secular, liberal 
arts	college;	a	tribally-affiliated	school;	a	women’s	college;	an	art	school.	How	and	why	
that	is	so	again	seems	to	me	as	obvious	and	as	difficult	as	democratic	education	itself.	
As	stinging	flies	of	the	Socratic	sort—the	ones	that	wake	us	from	our	dogmatic	or	

reductionist	slumbers—for	our	inquiry,	I	suggest	that	there	are	some	observations	we	
might	consider.	To	paraphrase	Hannah	Arendt,	human	beings	have	the	paradoxical	
commonality	of	being	each	and	every	one	unique.1 I do not see how we can believe in 
democracy without taking that as a given or can reach for the similarly paradoxical goal 
of	both	democracy	and	education:	shared	self-governance.	

entAngled MeAnings

It may be useful to think here of meanings of the sort that are in play with life, liberty, 
and	the	pursuit	of	happiness	and	in	particular,	happiness.	Behind	Jefferson’s	use	of	the	
term,	likely	inspired	by	his	much-admired	John	Locke,	is	the	Greek	eudaimonia (literally, 
inhabited	by	a	good	spirit:	eu	=	good,	daimon	=	spirit).	I	understand	Jefferson	to	mean	
that life should be protected so that we may surpass fear and need into the liberty that allows 

us, each in our way, to pursue what we cannot finally obtain 
until	the	ends	of	our	lives—the	deeply	satisfying	knowledge	
that	we	have	led	good	lives.	Good, we should note meant 
excellent or good of kind, an exemplar, if you will, of what a 
human	ought	to	be.	In	Yiddish,	mensch captures that meaning 
well.	Simply	think	of	the	following:	trying	to	be	a	mensch,	
an admirable person of good character and integrity, is 
simultaneously	pursuing	happiness.	This	is	a	sense	of	a	good	
life	we	may	be	close	to	losing.	
This	meaning	of	happiness	lasted	for	some	time	in	English.	

Not	so	long	ago	we	could	say	such	things	as,	“She	was	happy	in	
her	friends,”	meaning	that	she	was	fortunate	to	have	these	
friends because they suited and fulfilled what was good in 
and	about	her	rather	than	that	her	friends	made	her	cheerful.	
However, now the pursuit of happiness may seem to promise 
a right to pursue individual pleasure rather than those older 
senses that held happiness and virtue as excellence and to 
entail	each	other.	In	fact,	I	suspect	that	today	we	more	usually	

assume	the	opposite—that	virtue	is	the	enemy	of	happiness	qua	pleasure.	Between	us	and	the	
Greeks,	among	others,	stand	Puritans	and,	I	will	add,	consumerist	capitalism.
Perhaps	the	closest	contemporary	U.S.	meanings	to	the	older	definition	of	happiness	

in relation to well-being are self-realization, self-actualization, and fulfillment.	We	think	
it a fine thing to pursue self-actualization, which does appear to have some resonance 
among	these	terms.	These	are	useful	meanings,	although	I	think	they	remain	a	bit	too	

Well-being, richly rather 
than reductively construed, 
will surely reflect differently 
at a religiously-affiliated 
school; a business school; 
a state university; a small, 
secular, liberal arts college; 
a tribally-affiliated school; 
a women’s college; an art 
school. How and why 
that is so again seems to 
me as obvious and as 
difficult as democratic 
education itself
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selfish and continue a troubling turn away from others, from communal and public life 
as	well	as	from	efforts	in	both	directions	to	become	better,	to	become	good.	Of	course,	
the	older	meanings	are	even	more	flawed:	to	be	excellent	of	one’s	kind,	and	therefore	
happy, was a state of well-being that differed markedly according to which kind of human 
one	was	supposed	to	be.	The	excellence	of	a	woman	was	not	the	same	as	that	of	the	
superior	male,	and	on	down	the	unjust,	old	hierarchy.	

Let us look, then, for more capacious meanings that might do what we want with a 
complicated	but	resonant	notion	of	well-being.	

MeAnings reveAled through struggle

Here’s	another	expression	of	wisdom	to	keep	before	us	that	is	associated	with	the	struggle	
for	justice	of	the	women	millworkers	in	Lowell,	Massachusetts,	in	1912:	“Small	art	and	
love	and	beauty	their	drudging	spirits	knew.	Yes,	it	is	bread	we	fight	for—but	we	fight	
for	roses	too.”2 I believe that people have always wanted more and other from education 
(as from work) than those with the power to provide or deny it have thought it safe to 
allow.	We	have	yearned	for	art,	for	love,	for	beauty	that	surpasses	the	banal	substitutes	
palmed	off	on	us,	a	quality	saliently	captured	in	the	statement	of	a	young	Arab	living	in	
an isolated, deteriorating banlieue on	the	outskirts	of	Paris:	“I’ve	never	seen	the	Mona	Lisa.	
I	want	to	see	it	before	I	die.”3

And	with	beauty,	we	humans,	we	creatures	and	creators	of	meaning,	have	in	our	
numbers and in our vastly differing situations dreamt of wisdom, of achieving vision 
that is both acute and far-sighted enough to help us not only find our way through life, 
but	also	to	do	so	meaningfully—to	let	us	know	that,	finally,	we	do	matter.	The	Myth	
of	the	Cave	in	Plato’s	Republic	gives	us	one	such	dream,	and	it	still	resonates.	Plato	
describes people chained so that they cannot turn their heads and so see only shadows of 
puppets	moved	by	others	behind	them	cast	on	a	the	wall.	They	are	released	and	led	up	
and	out	of	the	cave	where	they	see	real	things,	not	artificial	ones.	Finally	they	see	the	sun	
itself;	they	become	enlightened.	Whether	or	not	we	believe	we	can	come	to	know	the	
good, the true, and the beautiful in and of themselves, we are quite clear that we are 
very	tired	of	being	taken	in	by	Colbertian	“truthiness.”4 We yearn for insight and hope 
for	wisdom.	

Education should then, as is still so often said at graduations, lead us forth into the 
light from the distortions of ignorance and the powerlessness of many sorts it can per-
petuate.	It	should	enable	us	to	seek	wisdom—to	know,	but	also	to	think,	with	others	
and	for	ourselves.	How	else,	other	than	submission	to	the	dictates	of	others,	are	we	to	
find the meaningful lives without which we can be driven to desperation? 

I am very serious about this: those who find their lives unilluminated and mean-
ingless—whether	rich	or	poor,	educated	or	not,	powerful	or	powerless—can	seek	the	
relief	of	oblivion	and/or	utter	absorption.	They	can	turn	to	substance	abuse,	extremist	
ideologies and faiths, suicide, the intensities of competition for anything at all,  
a quest for fame however empty, violence; sheer greed is one thing we get when real 
hunger	is	not	fed.	We	are	born	learning	and	given	any	chance	at	all,	we	will	keep	
doing	so	one	way	or	another.	This	is	one	of	the	most	admirable	and	potentially	 
one	of	the	most	dangerous	drives	of	our	beings.	And	education	ought	to	be	responsive	
to	it.	
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beginning AgAin: being Well

Most	obviously,	well-being	means	being	well.	Well is an adverb, and being is either a noun 
or	a	verb	used	to	denote	a	sort	of	action,	an	activity.	It	is	a	noun	to	which	we	add	ing—
flowering,	say,	or	as	William	James	suggested,	instead	of	the	static	truth,	we	would	do	
better	to	think	of	the	activity	of	verifying.5	For	one	thing,	we	might	then	be	less	tempted	
to	assume	we	possess	the	truth	and	so	must	impose	it	on	benighted	others.	Gandhi	
thought	the	same;	he	called	his	political	acts	“experiments	with	truth.”6 I repeat, we are 
exploring	meanings	that	matter.
Consider	the	differences	between	I have life and I am living and between love and loving 

and as	the	condition	for	any	of	these,	human	being.	As	John	Dewey	says	in	the	first	sen-
tence of Democracy and Education,	“The	most	notable	distinction	between	living	and	
inanimate	beings	is	that	the	former	maintain	themselves	by	renewal.”7 The living goes 
out	of	existence,	ceases	to	be,	when	its	activities,	its	relational	interactions,	cease.	This,	

I suggest, means that while we live, it is how we do so that 
matters.	I	cannot	be	excellent	in	any	way,	including	morally,	
if	I	do	not	enact	that	being	well.	Well-being	concerns	how	
we	are	doing	in	our	living	as	the	humans	we	are.	It	is	not	a	
mood,	a	state,	an	achievement,	or	a	possession.	

How do we do well? This is an evaluation but of what? 
We	may	be	able	to	ski	well,	cook	well,	or	learn	well.	We	can	
find	guidance	for	these	somewhat	specific	activities.	Some-
one can teach me to cook well, I can be coached in how to 
learn	well,	and	so	on.	But	where	and	how	do	I	find	out	how	
to be well? What activity, what art or sport or project am I 
trying to become better at or enjoy being good at by doing 
it	well?	I	am	afraid	we	have	to	say,	at	human	being—at	
being	a	human.	But	where	can	I	find	out	how	to	be	a	better	
human?	The	young	French	Arab	referenced	previously,	
already	in	trouble	with	the	law,	thinks	of	seeing	the	Mona	
Lisa.	Close	as	he	is,	he	never	has.	He	also	thinks	of	religion	

and	of	“tying	one	on.”8 He is hungry; is there a teacher? What kind?
There are all too many candidates wanting to tell us how to be	better.	Religions	usually	

take up that task, as do ethics, morals, and even mores, the modest but personal and 
important	ways	a	society	tells	us	how	we	ought	to	go	about	our	lives.	Laws	reflect	judg-
ment	about	how	we	ought	to	act	and	reveal—sometimes	very	dangerously—particular	
judgments about what and how we ought to be, say of a particular race, sex, or gender, 
in	order	to	be	granted	some	and	not	other	capacities.	
We	are	in	risky	territory	here,	obviously.	Who	wants	others	to	set	the	terms	for	what	

it means to be human with an eye to evaluation, to excellence and so also to failure, to 
potential lowering on a scale of human worth? We have seen what happens when some 
declare themselves members of a master race not to be sullied by sharing the earth with 
lesser specimens or adopt a one and true religion, or the one political-economic system 
that	can	improve	human	lives.	
We	have	also	seen	efforts	to	remedy	such	arrogance.	Efforts	at	justice	have	given	us	

concepts	such	as	crimes	against	humanity.	Humanity	is	then	what	we	all	share,	and	

Our students need to have 
their say, as do community 
members and those who are 
charged with responsibility  
for our specific schools— 
in all their differences. 
Our world is telling us the 
purpose of education in  
desperately inadequate ways; 
it is time people took up  
the challenge and together  
refused and moved past  
such inadequate definitions.
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harm	to	any	one	or	group	of	us	based	on	denying	that	is	declared	radically	unacceptable.	
Similarly, and more often, we have struggled with the faith in the equal worth of all who 
are citizens in a democracy, and/or with the moral principle that each and every human 
is,	as	Kant	put	it,	never	to	be	treated	merely	as	a	means,	but	always	as	an	end.	

beCoMing better through eduCAtion

Education,	like	every	other	directed	human	endeavor,	has	its	purposes.	Becoming	a	
better	person,	including	becoming	a	better	citizen,	is	widely	assumed	to	be	one	of	them.	
So well-being, how to be human better, would seem already to be something we know 
about.	If	we	look	at	what	we	say,	do,	and	claim,	these	would	include	not	the	kinds	of	
political, judicial, philosophical notions I just touched on but rather on notions of cultural 
literacy; preparation for work and engagement in civic life; development of ethical reason-
ing and social and political responsibility; and ability think critically and creatively and 
to	master	levels	of	general	and	discipline-specific	knowledge.	We	can	locate	markers	of	
some success in these areas, although of course it is far from obvious, simple, unambig-
uous,	and	unarguable	just	what	we	are	looking	for,	let	alone	why.	The	pretense	of	stable	
meanings	and	strict	comparability	of	many	measures	papers	over	real	challenges	here.	
Nonetheless, we can do well enough to find agreement and proceed to specify outcomes 
and evaluative measures, hopefully always open to re-thinking and awareness that scaling 
is	difficult	to	achieve	without	distortion.

It is harder to convince ourselves that we know how to feed the deepest hungers of 
the human mind, heart, and spirit, the ones that lead people to struggle for education 
against great odds, and if unsatisfied (no education; banal and boring education; too narrow 
education; cruelly competitive education, privileging the already privileged; irrelevant 
education),	drive	us	to	seek	substitute	satiation	from	other	sources.	We	see	the	results	of	
such failure all the time in our students and on our campuses, and yes, I do think we as 
educators	are	responsible,	hardly	alone,	but	significantly.	

How then might well-being taken as our purpose and our project in all that we do as 
educators take up this very specific if very large challenge of responding to the drive to 
become	human	and	do	it	well	through	a	lifetime?	To	be	another	Socratic	stinging	fly,	 
I	believe	we	wake	up.	We	do	not	seek	simple	answers.	Rather,	we	take	to	the	agora,	to	
the	public	places	of	campuses	and	communities,	and	talk	about	it	together.	As	scholars,	
we can bring resources to such a discussion, not to simplify and finish it, but rather to 
open	up,	complicate,	and	inform	it.	Our	students	need	to	have	their	say,	as	do	community	
members	and	those	who	are	charged	with	responsibility	for	our	specific	schools—in	all	
their	differences.	Our	world	is	telling	us	the	purpose	of	education	in	desperately	inadequate	
ways; it is time people took up the challenge and together refused and moved past such 
inadequate	definitions.	

This is my first response: for the hardest questions of all, we ought to reach out,  
not	turn	inward;	take	this	up	in	public;	practice	democracy.	We	may	then	find	that	our	
inquiry	itself	responds	to	needs	that	people—including	we	ourselves—may	not	have	
known	they	had	but	recognize	in	their	satisfaction.	Civic	engagement is not just for 
them; it is also for us.	And	such	engagement	is	not	only	about	public	action,	it	is	 
also	about	self-knowledge	and	learning.	It	is	inquiry,	if	Gandhi	and	others	are	right,	 
in	action.	
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Second, I would remind educators in all roles that faculty are in our realm of academia 
are what moral exemplars and mensches	are	more	broadly.	Ask	almost	anyone	to	talk	
about	someone	who	changed	his	or	her	life	and	you	will	hear	about	a	teacher.	Insofar	as	
well-being	concerns	learning	how	to	be	well,	it	ceases	to	be	abstract.	It	requires	principles,	
yes,	and	practices,	yes,	but	it	is	also	a	real	human	experience.	Parenting	is	the	same,	and	
coaching, and judging; a rule book simply does not suffice when unique individuals 
have	to	find	their	own	ways	to	relate	well	to	what	is	general,	perhaps	even	universal.	
We	cannot	and	ought	not	all	do	it	the	same	way.	This	is	why	violin	students	listen	to	
many superb violinists and seek one who is not better than the others, but who inspires 
them,	invites	them	to	find	their	own	ways	but	now	with	support.	All	students	are	like	
that, and we need many good teachers to help us begin to imagine ourselves as knowers 
and	to	connect	to	the	more	beyond	ourselves	that	we	seek	so	hungrily.	We	need	to	expe-
rience	virtuosos	of	the	mind	just	as	we	do	of	the	arts,	of	sports,	of	leadership.	Well-being	
as a project and purpose of good democratic education entails reaching for excellence not 
as	a	singular,	absolutized	abstraction,	but	meaningfully,	which	is	also	to	say,	in	relation. 
Teaching	is	how	we	humanize	thinking	and	knowing.	
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8
Provocation

the University as the common Enemy  
of opposing views of Well-Being

Jerzy Axer

is the university to reMAin in oPPosition to the World—extra muros—and	to	
propagate values differing from those advocated by politicians and endorsed by the state? 
This used to be my natural way of thinking as a person raised in a state that lacked sovereignty 
and	had	a	totalitarian	system.	Luckily,	at	the	University	of	Warsaw	I	found	a	niche	in	the	
period from 1964 to 1990, during which time it was something much more than just 
one	of	many	institutions	operating	in	the	captive	state.	Indeed,	it	was	a	veritable	Noah’s	
Ark,	and	its	primary	task	was	to	convey	values	under	threat	into	the	future—be	they	
intellectual,	communitarian,	or	civic.	These	expectations	proved	themselves	in	times	
when characters were put to the test: in 1956 (following the anti-Stalinist turn-around) 
when	the	will	to	resume	the	university’s	autonomy	came	to	the	fore	and	in	1968	in	the	
context of the anti-Semitic and anti-intelligentsia repressions organized by the communist 
party.	But	this	was	most	true	in	1981	when	Polish	universities	established	themselves	as	
communities	of	students	and	teachers.
I	was	studying	and	working	in	a	niche	that	was	doubly	protected.	Not	only	was	the	

University	of	Warsaw	less	subservient	toward	the	authorities	than	other	institutions,	but	
also within its walls groups of people treated the traditions of academic freedom pars pro 
toto—as	if	they	embodied	the	idea	of	national	freedom.	In	the	university	milieu	in	
which	I	came	of	age,	this	value	system	was	passed	down	in	a	very	traditional	way—not	
explicitly	but	implicitly—by	former	officers	of	the	underground	Home	Army	from	the	
time	of	World	War	II.	Those	officers	were	by	then	professors	who	treated	their	work	at	
the	university	as	the	next	round	in	their	struggle	for	individual	and	collective	freedom.	
In	their	struggle,	teaching	was	inseparably	connected	with	values.	The	concept	of	well-
being, if we are to try and refer it to that situation, may be applied as follows: for the 
well-being of future generations, we forego our own well-being by not accepting advantages we 
could otherwise enjoy were we to exhibit a more conformist attitude toward the authorities. 

The well-being of students was to rest upon a continuation of that attitude for as long 
as	the	system	was	to	last.	Seen	this	way,	the	mythical	vision	of	the	university	as	being	
independent	of	the	City,	the	Sovereign,	or	the	Church—of	the	university	cultivating	the	
truth—lined	up	well	in	our	minds	with	the	ethos	and	dreams	of	the	(indeed	marginal)	
milieu	of	crypto-opposition.	But	because	of	this	training,	when	Poland’s	political	system	
finally	did	transition	toward	democracy	beginning	in	1989,	I	couldn’t	imagine	any	other	
university than one that would ensure a strict interlocking of values and teaching and 
would continue to uphold a critical attitude of standing extra muros.
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Because	the	changes	involved	with	Poland’s	entrance	into	the	globalized	world	very	
swiftly unleashed hitherto unknown threats to the idealistic mission of the university, I 
spent the past quarter of a century endeavoring to reconcile that nonconformist attitude 
with	the	new	challenges.	What	I	arrived	at	may	be	defined	as	a	Polish	variety	of	the	liberal	
arts education, although one I strove to make embrace undergraduate, graduate, and 
even	PhD	programs.
But	that’s	all	work	on	the	laboratory	scale.	And	hostile	to	that	work	are	two	basic	factors	

that	influence	university	life.	The	first	is	interaction	with	the	culture	of	a	nation	“thirsty	
for	national	profit,”	to	use	the	terminology	of	Martha	Nussbaum,	which	demands	that	
the success of a university education be measured in terms of the success of graduates in 
the	labor	market.1 The second is the radical change in the work conditions of academic 
staff.	Teaching	has	become	an	obstacle	to	promotion	and	one’s	academic	career.	As	a	result,	
there is no mechanism to encourage the university to shoulder responsibility for anything 
other	than	the	students’	economic	well-being.
I	view	the	United	States	from	afar.	My	fate	is	that	for	nearly	twenty	years	I	have	

found	support	and	understanding	for	our	undertakings	in	Poland	in	American	milieux	
engaged	in	the	defense	and	development	of	the	liberal	arts	education.	As	a	friend	from	
afar,	what	I	have	is	not	knowledge	but	merely	imaginings	of	the	world	I	visit.	And	yet	
what I seem to sense is a set of ever closer analogies between the circumstances of the 
liberal	arts	education	in	the	United	States	and	circumstances	here	in	the	peripheral	world,	
in	which	we	are	experiencing	a	growing	rupture	between	teaching	and	values.

Powerful forces external to the university wish to reshape it in such a way as to school 
people	for	their	chosen	defined	life	path—essentially,	career	preparation.	These	forces	do	
so in the conviction that the model for happiness they recommend (that is, their career 
model and value system) is superior to others and that the role of the university should 
be	to	form	students	who	will	hitch	their	own	success	to	the	success	of	that	model.	Thus,	
the	potential	roads	they	may	otherwise	choose	once	they	leave	the	university	disappear.	
The gateway now leads out to a clearly delineated path down which the person formatted 
by the university strides all the faster, the better they have mastered the instruction 
obtained	during	their	educations.

This model is ever more unambiguously becoming one in which the success of an 
education	is	measured	in	terms	of	job	production.	The	student	is	a	client	receiving	a	market	
product	of	high	price.	The	humanities—despite	their	advantages	as	a	resource	of	rhetorical	
strategies	that	help	provide	students	with	values—are	more	and	more	marginalized	due	to	
their	low	market	value.
The	second	model—one	that	could	be	an	ally	in	the	renaissance	of	the	university’s	

role as a place for propagating another vision of well-being, one based on communal and 
democratic	values,	is	today	on	the	defensive.	Even	so,	it	is	not	in	essence	favorable	
toward	the	liberal	arts	education—especially	toward	its	version	that	hearkens	to	the	vast	
body	of	the	arts	and	humanities	from	the	past.	For	success	is	measured	here	in	terms	of	
the	amount	of	shared	rights	that	the	community	assures	itself.	The	student	in	this	educa-
tional	model	is	again	a	client	who—nonetheless	differently	than	in	the	preceding	model—
is	to	be	guaranteed	a	much	greater	influence	on	the	educational	offer.	Charges	are	leveled	
at the humanities for joining the present with the past in a way that constrains the freedom 
to	creatively	build	the	future.
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In these conditions, the university, in trying to maintain its original, autonomous role, has 
become	a	joint	enemy	of	the	forces	predominant	in	the	political	world.	It	is	criticized	by	neo-
conservatives	for	being	expensive	and	inefficient	as	a	means	for	achieving	professional	success.	
At	the	same	time,	it	is	anachronistic	in	the	way	it	conveys	information	and	continues	to	
demonstrate	only	a	minimum	of	innovation.	On	the	left,	in	turn,	the	criticism	concentrates	on	
showing that the university contains too many elements of compulsion, that it does not foster 
empathy, is incapable of properly heeding the plurality of human identities, and meaningfully 
contributes	to	achieving	neither	the	students’	nor	the	faculty’s	anticipated	satisfaction.
The	arts	and	humanities	are	direly	exposed	to	attacks	of	this	kind.	Nor	can	it	be	ruled	out	

that	the	struggle	for	the	restitution	of	the	university’s	autonomy	in	the	modern	world	will	be	
lost—at	least	for	a	time.	And	of	course,	such	a	setback	would	spell	the	marginalization	of	the	
philosophy	of	education	in	the	spirit	of	the	liberal	arts	education.	Even	if	this	were	to	happen,	
I	deeply	believe	that	a	country	like	the	United	States,	following	a	period	of	doubt,	would	find	
within its democratic and freedom-loving traditions the will to bring about a rebirth of the 
educational	nonconformism	so	important	for	democracy	and	freedom.	It	would	also	find	the	
financial means for building a new, attractive formula, and via its pragmatism, it would make 
sure	that	that	formula	was	not	at	variance	with	the	realities	of	today’s	information	society.

Why do I believe this? Several days ago in the weekend edition of the leading Polish 
daily,	Barry	Schwartz	gave	an	interview	in	which	he	stated	that	he	does	not	believe	that	
people work better in conditions of employment enforced by a 
system	of	punishments	and	rewards.2	Moreover,	he	stated	that	
he does not believe that the need to earn money is a good moti-
vation	to	work.	The	Polish	journalist	tried	to	challenge	him	on	
this point and stated that only 14 percent of employers around 
the	world	offer	another	motivation	than	earnings.	But	Schwartz	
was	unfazed.	“You’re	a	dreamer,”	replied	the	journalist.	Nonethe-
less, Schwarz clearly deems himself a realist, and he blames the 
dissonance between the evidence and his thesis on the fact that 
people	choose	the	wrong	professions.	

This view is very convincing for me, as it suggests that the external world treats the 
university	as	an	enemy	because	of	its	differing	vision	of	well-being.	Indeed,	perhaps	we	
ourselves	are	not	in	our	proper	places.	Perhaps	we,	in	choosing	careers	in	academia,	are	
increasingly	out	of	our	elements	as	teachers.	For	if	academia	does	not	assure	us	market	
well-being,	we	confine	ourselves	to	acceptance	of	our	work	as	a	necessary	evil.	Students	
have	no	trouble	at	all	in	recognizing	this.	And	so	perhaps	negotiations	with	the	world	
extra muros on the costly (for society) right to conjoin teaching and values at the univer-
sity should be commenced by honestly asking ourselves the following: To which version 
of the eudaimonia do we give testimony in the decisions and choices concerning ourselves?
Do	we	really	wish	to	adopt	as	our	motto	the	words	engraved	on	the	wall	at	Harvard’s	

Dumbarton	Oaks	Research	Library	and	Collection	in	Washington,	DC?	“Those	responsible	
for scholarship should remember that the humanities cannot be fostered by confusing 
instruction	with	education.”3

If we manage this task, which entails an investment in the long-term, not the short-
term, and which reaps reward over generations, and not in the annual budget, then shall 
we preserve the right to repeat the venerable rituals that accompany the inauguration of 
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the	academic	year	and	the	ceremonies	of	conferring	doctorate	diplomas.	For	so	very	
long, through these rituals the university has found the meaning of community and has 
testified	to	its	faith	in	its	role	in	society.	This	is	the	finest	distillation	of	the	Latin	oath	
made by newly-promoted doctors: non sordidi lucri causa sed ut veritas propagetur—
not	for	sordid	gain,	but	in	order	to	propagate	the	truth.
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9
Provocation

Education for Well-Being
Todd Gitlin

A student At the neW sChool in	Manhattan	named	Rainesford	Stauffer recently 
published this letter to the editor in the New York Times:

To the Editor: 
As a student who has suffered from depression and anxiety as a result of the crip-
pling race toward academic “achievement,” I find it disheartening that academic 
success continuously trumps learning—which is about experience, not perfection.

Modern education is no longer an opportunity for furthering knowledge and 
experience, but instead an endless scramble for perfection.

Our goal is not learning anymore, but good grades, good extracurriculars and 
a good social life. We are stripping students of creativity, curiosity and enthusiasm. 

Yet we wonder why suicide rates in students have increased?
There is no joy in learning anymore, and it is ruining us. It is the pursuit of 

learning—something that enhances the student as an individual—that we should  
be chasing in our schools, not impossible perfection.1

The	reality	he	points	to	will	serve	as	a	fine	introduction	to	the	topic	of	my	brief	essay.	
Leave aside the difficult, possibly unanswerable questions of whether he exaggerates and 
whether	higher	learning	ever	served	creativity,	curiosity,	and	enthusiasm.	What	he	wants	
is	surely	justified.	The	important	thing	about	Mr.	Stauffer’s	problem	is	not	that	he	has	
been made depressed or anxious by school but that he has not been educated for well-
being.	By	his	account,	he	has	been	educated	for	the	opposite:	for	not-being,	for	a	state	of	
mindless	scrambling.

In the contemporary uproar about whether colleges and universities are comfortable 
enough	for	their	students,	the	discomfort	to	which	Rainesford	Stauffer	points	is	eclipsed.	
Alarms	are	sounding	because	some	students	of	color	and	some	women	declare	that	they	are	
being	discomfited	in	particular	ways.	Some	of	their	charges	are	accurate:	there	is a rape culture 
on campuses (and even more so away from them); there are white supremacist attacks; and it 
is	not	clear	how	institutions	should	respond.	Still,	in	the	existing	state	of	headline-seeking	
alarm,	important	distinctions	are	being	collapsed,	and	responsibilities	are	being	garbled.	
Pulling	away	from	the	controversies	of	the	moment	for	a	longer	view	might	help.	
Suppose	we	begin	by	looking	as	Aristotle	would	to	the	final	cause	of	education,	its	

essential	purpose,	which	is	not	simply	what	Student	X	may	want	on	a	given	day,	or	what	her	
parents or friends or cultural authorities may want, or how she feels about her experience then 
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or	later.	She	may,	after	all,	come	to	change	her	mind.	Part	of	what	her	education	is	for,	in	fact,	
is	to	help	her	change	her	mind.	Many	things	could	be	cogently	said	about	the	purposes—
plural—of	education,	but	certainly	making	anyone	feel	good	is	not	one	of	them.	

The question is not simply what I want from education but what we need	from	it—
not just we the professors or we the students or we the alumni or we the philanthropists 
or we the members of one or another group but we as a people, and not simply at this 
moment,	but	later	on—in	other	words,	what	our	children	and	grandchildren	will	need	
from	it.	The	question	is	how	to	put	education	to	use	so	that	society	benefits	from	a	
mobilization	of	intelligence	just	as	individuals	flourish.	We	need	to	make	judgments	
about	education	as	a	social	and	ultimately	as	a	moral	good.	

When I think about well-being, it is not simply a matter of ordering up the kind of 
experience that feels good	the	day	I	step	onto	campus.	It	is	more	of	a	matter	of	imagining	
the person I want to be, ten or twenty or fifty years later, and asking what that person 
might need	down	the	line.	There	is	also	the	question	of	what	my	larger	community,	
including	those	yet	unborn,	will	need.	The	question	is	not	simply	what’s	more	fun,	or	
comforting,	or	flattering	to	me	today	as	student	or	teacher,	but	rather	what	works	toward	
my well-being in the largest sense and toward the well-being of the larger community 
(larger	not	only	in	space	but	in	time).
Granted,	these	questions	admit	of	no	simple	answers,	if	for	no	other	reason	than	that	

as	individuals	evolve,	their	judgments	evolve,	or	ought	to.	Likewise,	societies	do	not	think	
in unison, and as they evolve, their requirements change; 
in fact, if they are democratic, they ought to be subject to 
change, as they ought also to debate what constitutes their 
well-being,	or	what	the	Greeks	called	eudemonia,	perhaps	
best	translated	as	human	flourishing.	

Education, like the rest of the universe of social life, is a 
cooperative	enterprise,	a	social	compact,	or	it	is	nothing.	
Who are the parties to the compact and what is required of 
them?	Obviously	students	sign	up,	but	it	is	not	so	simple	

to	say	what	they	should	expect	or,	indeed,	have	the	right	to	expect.	For	one	thing,	they	
enter universities in order to change, to become persons who will differ from the persons 
who	signed	up	and	entered.	Moreover,	the	ways	they	move	from	their	alpha	to	omega	
points	are	not	simple	or	necessarily	predictable.	A	university	is	a	not	a	mall	or	a	gym.	If	I	join	
a gym, I expect that if I keep to the discipline, show up, and undertake the exercises recom-
mended,	I	will	end	up	stronger,	more	resilient,	and	so	forth.	But	education	of	the	sort	we	call	
higher	is	harder	to	judge	because	the	ends	are	complex.	
By	way	of	a	quick	summary,	students	have	the	right	to	end	up	more knowledgeable, 

more thoughtful, more citizenly, and wiser.	That	is,	they	have	the	right	to	expect	that	when	
they depart, they will know more about the human situation in its historical, philosophical, 
cultural, geographical, and moral dimensions; that they will have improved their under-
standing of the natural world; and that they will have learned skills that will make them 
more	employable	than	they	would	have	been	if	they	had	gone	without.
By	more thoughtful, I mean able to reason and to evaluate evidence; able to distinguish 

between an opinion and an argument; able to give reasons why it would be good to 
believe one thing or another and bad to believe something else; able to understand why, 
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right or wrong, the people they encounter might believe something different from what 
they	believe.	What	it	means	to	be	more citizenly is not simply a function of individual 
taste because the definition of citizenship depends on the nature of the political society 
to	which	one	belongs.	If	the	society	is	autocratic,	citizenship	is	synonymous	with	a	
capacity	for	obedience.	If	the	society	is	democratic,	citizenship	is	synonymous	with	a	
capacity	for	participation	and	judgment.	Democratic	citizenship	requires	a	capacity	to	
think,	to	know	one’s	mind,	to	be	able	to	give	intelligible	reasons	for	what	one	thinks,	
and	to	understand	when	it	might	be	desirable	to	rethink.	To	be	more	citizenly	is	not	to	
be	better	adjusted	or	more	docile.	It	is	not	necessarily	to	be	noisy,	but	it	is	to	be	capable	
of being more knowledgeably	noisy.	It	is	to	speak	better	and	also	to	listen	better.

The wisdom of citizens is intertangled with the wisdom of individuals in that the art of 
making judgments can only grow when one is challenged by ideas and individuals signifi-
cantly	different	from	those	with	which	one	grew	up.	There	is	no	curriculum	for	wisdom,	
but an encounter with what has passed for wisdom in different human situations cannot 
help	but	benefit	an	inquiring	heart	and	mind.	
Well-being	is	the	opposite	of	protection	from	contrary,	even	offensive	ideas.	Well-being	

requires	openness.	It	may	well	require	pain.
In college, as a 19-year-old junior (this was 1962), I took a sociology-history course 

that	included	a	segment	on	Nazi	Germany.	One	day,	we	sat	in	a	large	auditorium	to	view	
the	greatest	Nazi	propaganda	film	ever	made,	Leni	Riefenstahl’s	1935	Triumph of the Will.2 
The film was brilliantly shot and edited to hold viewers rapt for 
almost two hours of spectacles of Hitler-worship and absolute 
synchronization.	 No	 less	 compelling	 were	 the	 interspersed	
images of radiant young blonds frolicking in the sunshine in a 
summer	camp	atmosphere.	The	film	is	a	celebration	of	strength	
through joy, of eternal life, eternal Reich, eternal surrender, eternal 
mass	murder	in	the	making.

The class viewed Triumph, and then without a break the screen 
lit	up	again	and	we	segued	directly	into	Alain	Resnais’	1955	Night 
and Fog,	one	of	the	earliest	documentaries	about	the	Holocaust.3 Night and Fog consists 
of	a	bit	more	than	a	half	hour	of	footage,	recollections,	and	evocations	from	the	Auschwitz	
and	Majdanek	death	camps.	I	recall	the	long	tracking	shots	of	the	camp	ruins	and	
images	of	corpses	in	heaps.	In	1962,	such	images	were	not	yet	the	virtual	clichés	they	
have	become.	

Night and Fog has a voiceover narration that pushes the audience to confront the limits 
of	representation.	“Useless	to	describe	what	went	on	in	these	cells,”	the	narrator	says.	
“Words	are	insufficient . . . . Is	it	in	vain	that	we	try	to	remember?”	Night and Fog is an 
unbearable	film	that	demands	to	be	borne,	a	duty	imposed	upon	us	by	history.	It	says	
relentlessly: Stare at this apotheosis of desolation. 

The two films were, of course, programmed in sequence to jam into consciousness a 
causal	vector	from	the	submissive	ecstasies	of	Nuremberg	to	the	horrors	of	Auschwitz.	
You	didn’t	need	a	diagram.	You	had	a	synapse	gouged	in	your	mind	that	shattering	after-
noon.	The	audience	left	in	dead	silence.	We	were	not	issued	a	trigger	warning,	nor	were	
we	subjected	to	racist	insults.	The	pedagogical	tactic	was	precisely	to	produce	discomfort,	
to	wound	us,	to	crumple	our	innocence.	Discomfort	was	the	crucible	for	a	teachable	
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moment.	Had	we	not	been	shocked,	jarred,	upended,	we	would	have	missed	the	point.	
Had	we	been	left	comfortable,	we	would	have	been	left	ignorant.

The search for well-being is not a sport governed by fixed rules; it is an elusive, never 
conclusive	human	quest.	It	requires	a	commitment	to	understand	what	one	does	not	
already understand, but such a commitment is not delivered by any curriculum in and 
of	itself.	The	mission	of	the	university	or	college	is	to	supply	individuals	with	a	field	of	
mental	life	upon	which	all	have	made	a	commitment	to	think.	A	university	is	not	a	place	
where a herd learns to thinks alike, or to pretend to, or masters a skill set, though that it 
nothing	to	sneer	at.	It	is	an	institution	that	cultivates	intellectual	dissatisfaction	and	stirs	
the	hope	that	one	may	improve	oneself	by	encountering	and	deepening	one’s	understanding	
of	what	one	does	not	already	know.	
Can	an	aristocracy	cultivate	well-being?	The	principle	that	institutions	ought	to	help	

human	beings	flourish	permits	some	room	for	institutions	to	select	those	human	beings	
by	criteria	that	make	sense	to	them—criteria	that	are	conducive	to	what	we	have	come	
to	call	professional	standards.	There	is	some	value	in	a	conservative	vision	of	a	university	
where well-mannered gentlemen (or persons, now that the membership door has swung 
open) are selected for their ostensible ability to debate the great books while the hoi polloi are 
chased	away,	and	the	cares	of	the	outside	world	are	barred.	In	a	country	as	vast	and	various	
as	the	United	States,	there	is	a	place	for	that	kind	of	school.	But	the	democratic	ethos	will	
not	tolerate—ought not	to	tolerate—restricting	higher	education	to	that	sort	of	place.	

This is not because a college degree is an entry pass for the best paid and most stable 
employment,	though	it	is	generally	that	as	well.	It	is	because	democracy	requires	enlightened	
activity, activity that contributes to the creation of a society that cultivates the personal 
flourishing	of	as	many	people	as	possible.	A	society	in	which	a	tiny	minority	pursues	delights	
on a well-guarded mountaintop while the rest are well-entertained serfs is neither desirable 
nor	realistically	possible.	What	is	desirable	and	possible	is	a	society	in	which	as	many	
people as possible are encouraged to overcome the pettiest inside them in favor of what 
the	greatest	democratic	leader	in	history	called	“the	better	angels	of	our	nature.”4
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Why Well-Being is Fundamental  
to Liberal Learning

Alexander W. Astin

i WAnt to begin With A quote from	the	late	Howard	Bowen. Howard was a long-time 
friend	and	colleague	and	in	many	ways	served	as	a	mentor	for	me.	Former	president	of	several	
colleges and universities and a distinguished scholar of higher education, Howard was one of 
the	few	optimistic	economists	I	have	known.	His	aspiration	for	our	country	was	that	it	would	
become	“a	nation	of	educated	people.”	The	following	quote	is	from	his	classic	book,	
Investment in Learning: The Individual and Social Value of American Higher Education: 
“Education	should	be	directed	towards	the	growth	of	the	whole	student	through	the	cultiva-
tion not only of intellect and of practical competence but also of the affective dispositions, 
including	the	moral,	religious,	emotional,	social,	and	esthetic	aspects	of	personality.”1

Should liberal education concern itself with the well-being of students? In many respects 
this	question	borders	on	the	absurd.	Yet	if	we	were	to	recommend	that	colleges	employ	
measures of well-being when they attempt to assess student outcomes, many academics would 
object: What does that have to do with higher education? How is that relevant to learning?
A	visitor	from	another	planet,	on	the	other	hand,	would	have	little	trouble	under-

standing	that	the	student’s	well-being	is	fundamental	to	the	aims	of	liberal	education.	
Just	visit	the	campus	of	any	liberal	arts	college,	and	you	will	be	sure	to	find	a	health	center,	
a counseling center, a career center, academic support services, recreational facilities, and 
a	financial	aid	office,	not	to	mention	housing	and	food	services	of	various	kinds.

It is therefore puzzling to realize that in the thousands of empirical studies of student 
development that have been carried out over the past six decades, barely a handful of inves-
tigators	has	incorporated	measures	of	well-being.2 Probably the closest approximation would 
be	measures	of	student	satisfaction	with	college,	which	are	frequently	included	in	such	studies.	
However, I have heard many of the same critics who would question the relevance of 
well-being	object	to	satisfaction	measures,	either	because	they	are	“superficial”	or	because	
giving	any	weight	to	satisfaction	amounts	to	pandering	to	students.	The	same	reaction	
would	probably	be	elicited	if	one	were	to	propose	using	measures	of	well-being.

WhAt do We MeAn by liberAl eduCAtion

A	fundamental	issue	not	often	addressed	in	discussions	of	liberal	education	is	the	question	of	
just	what	it	is. Some people seem to believe that such an education can be defined simply in 
terms of course credits: Take such and such an array of courses, pass them, and ipso facto, 
you’ve	been	liberally	educated.	It	doesn’t	much	matter	how one acquires the requisite 
credits: in four years or twenty, on a campus or on line, as a resident or a commuter, 
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with a lot of contact with faculty and fellow students or with no such contact, with heavy 
co-curricular	involvement	or	no	such	involvement.	It	doesn’t	matter.	Just	collect	the	
right	credits	and	you’re	done.

This course content view is embraced by those who advocate for replacing traditional 
liberal	education	with	massive	online	open	courses	(MOOCs)	and	other	forms	of	dis-
tance learning because they offer cheaper, alternative means to educate an expanding 
student	population.	However,	in	light	of	a	large	body	of	research	that	demonstrates	that	
the most critical elements in a high quality, undergraduate education include student-
faculty contact, student-student contact, and other campus-based experiences,3 a liberal 
arts	education	consisting	mainly	of	MOOCs	seems	like	a	poor	substitute.
One	has	only	to	visit	a	few	college	websites	or	read	a	few	college	mission	statements	

to realize that liberal education is intended to be about much more than simply master-
ing	certain	course	content.	Many	institutions	are	explic-
itly dedicated to the development of diverse student 
outcomes	that	can’t	be	directly	linked	to	specific	course	
content, qualities such as leadership, critical thinking, 
citizenship, honesty, social responsibility, empathy, and 
self-understanding.	In	other	words,	a	liberal	education	is	
supposed to facilitate the development of such qualities 
not merely through exposure to course content, but also 
through personal interactions with fellow students and 
faculty, the residential experience, participation in student 
activities,	and	similar	campus	experiences.

In contrast to those who view a liberal education nar-
rowly in terms of course content, a growing number of 
educators has been calling for a more holistic or integral 
education and pointing to the need to connect mind and 
spirit and to return to the true values of liberal educa-

tion—an	education	that	examines	learning	and	knowledge	in	relation	to	an	exploration	of	
the	self	and	one’s	responsibility	to	self	and	others.	I	am	speaking	here	of	developing	
something	similar	to	what	Howard	Gardner	has	referred	to	as	“existential	intelligence.”4

the MeAsureMent ChAllenge

When liberal learning is viewed holistically, well-being can easily be incorporated as one 
of	its	key	objectives,	but	those	of	us	who	believe	that	the	student’s	well-being	should	be	
of central concern to higher education must ultimately come to terms with the defini-
tional issue: What do we mean by well-being and how should it be measured? Since mean-
ing refers to well-being at the conceptual level, it is usually expressed verbally, as in a 
formal	definition	(e.g.,	the	state	of	being	happy,	comfortable,	or	healthy).	Measurement,	
on	the	other	hand,	involves	some	specified	set	of	operations—usually	behaviors	or	verbal	
statements	from	the	student—that	most	often	take	the	form	of	answers	to	questions	
(e.g.,	rate	your	current	degree	of	happiness	on	the	following	scale).	Developing	good	
measures of well-being would ordinarily involve an ongoing byplay between meaning 
and	measurement:	Do	these	words	express	what	we	mean	by	well-being?	Does	this	scale	
capture that meaning?

A growing number of educators 
has been calling for a more 
holistic or integral education 
and pointing to the need to 
connect mind and spirit and 
to return to the true values 
of liberal education—
an education that examines 
learning and knowledge in 
relation to an exploration of 
the self and one’s responsibility 
to self and others
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WhAt reseArCh tells us

Rather	than	trying	to	make	a	purely	theoretical	case	for	the	importance	of	students’	well-being	
in	higher	education,	it	can	be	useful	to	look	at	some	of	the	empirical	evidence.	What	can	we	
learn from research about the significance of well-being in the life of college students? 

In several longitudinal studies of college student outcomes, we employed a scale that 
we	call	Psychological	Well-Being,	which	consists	of	the	student’s	self-rated	degree	of	
emotional health together with negatively weighted self-descriptions that students use to 
report how frequently they have felt depressed, that my life is filled with stress and anxiety, 
or overwhelmed by everything I have to do.5 In other words, students who score high on 
the	Psychological	Well-Being	scale	(1)	say	they	experience	these	three	states	infrequently,	
if	at	all,	and	(2)	they	rate	themselves	high	on	emotional	health.
These	studies	found	that	that	students’	psychological	well-being declines during the 

college years; the number of high scorers declines by about one 
third and the number of low scorers increases by more than 
half.	Apparently,	 the	greater	 academic	demands	of	 college,	
coupled with the pressures of trying to balance school, family, 
and	a	personal	life	take	a	toll	on	students’	sense	of	psychological	
well-being.	
As	part	a	recent	national	study	of	college	students’	spiritual	

development, we devised measures of five spiritual qualities, 
one	of	which	seems	especially	pertinent	to	well-being.6 We call 
it equanimity. In the graduate seminars and brainstorming sessions 
that we conducted while we were developing these spirituality 
measures, it became clear that equanimity is the quality that most often comes to mind when 
people	are	asked	to	describe	a	spiritual	person.	Students	with	high	equanimity	scores	say	they	
are able to find meaning in times of hardship, feel at peace, see each day as a gift, and feel 
good	about	the	direction	of	their	lives.	
One	could	argue	that	equanimity	in	many	respects	represents	another	manifestation	

of	well-being.	And	not	surprisingly,	equanimity	and	psychological	well-being	are	posi-
tively	associated.	However,	in	contrast	to	psychological	well-being,	Equanimity	actually	
shows positive growth	during	the	college	years.	

When we explored this apparent contradiction in greater depth, our longitudinal data 
revealed that a number of diverse activities and experiences can facilitate growth in equa-
nimity	during	the	college	years.	Specifically,	equanimity	is	most	likely	to	show	positive	
growth when students participate in charitable activities (service learning, donating 
money to charity, helping friends with personal problems) or when they engage in con-
templative	practices	(meditation,	prayer,	reflective	writing,	reading	sacred	texts).	Other	
positive	influences	on	the	student’s	level	of	equanimity	include	study	abroad,	participa-
tion in student organizations, leadership training, interracial interaction, and faculty 
encouragement	to	explore	spiritual/religious	questions.	Declines	in	equanimity	during	
college	are	associated	with	majoring	in	engineering	and	playing	video	games.7

This is quite a heterogeneous list, but it is still possible to discern a consistent pattern: 
Students’	sense	of	equanimity	appears	to	be	enhanced	when	they	go	inside	(as	in	contemplative	
activities and in exploring religious/spiritual questions) and when they engage with the 
other	(as	in	service	work,	foreign	travel,	and	interracial	interaction).	

Students with high 
equanimity scores say they 
are able to find meaning 
in times of hardship, 
feel at peace, see each day 
as a gift, and feel good about 
the direction of their lives
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We also explored the question of how other college outcomes are affected when a 
student	experiences	significant	growth	in	equanimity	during	the	undergraduate	years.	
As	it	turns	out,	growth	in	equanimity	during	college	enhances	psychological	well-being,	
academic	performance,	and	satisfaction	with	the	overall	college	experience.	

While these preliminary findings obviously need to be replicated using other mea-
sures of well-being and longer-term longitudinal samples, they nevertheless suggest that 
well-being may be an important student outcome in its own right and point to some 
potentially	important	experiences	during	college	that	can	contribute	to	a	student’s	sense	
of	well-being.	

ConClusion

When higher education focuses the bulk of its attention on test scores, grades, persistence, 
degrees,	and	other	external	aspects	of	students’	lives,	it	is	inclined	to	neglect	students’	
inner	lives—the	sphere	of	values	and	beliefs,	moral	development,	self-understanding,	
and	well-being.	At	the	same	time,	it	is	becoming	increasingly	difficult	to	argue	that	

higher education should concern itself solely with stu-
dents’	cognitive	development—thinking,	reasoning,	
memorizing,	critical	analysis,	and	the	like—and	to	
argue	that	the	affective	or	emotional	side	of	the	student’s	
life	is	not	relevant	to	the	work	of	higher	education.	In	
fact,	I’m	persuaded	that	there	is	no	such	thing	as	pure	
cognition that can be considered in isolation from 
affect.	On	the	contrary,	since	thinking	and	reasoning	
almost always take place in some kind of affective bed 
or context, it defies reality to regard students merely 
as	thinking	and	reasoning	machines.
As	educators	and	as	citizens	we	need	to	ask	ourselves:	

What kinds of people will our global society of the future 
need? While	it’s	obvious	that	technical	knowledge	and	
skill are becoming increasingly important for effective 
functioning in modern society, better technical knowledge 

alone	will	not	equip	students	to	deal	with	many	of	society’s	most	pressing	problems:	violence,	
poverty,	crime,	divorce,	substance	abuse,	and	the	religious,	national,	and	ethnic	conflicts	
that	continue	to	plague	our	country	and	our	world.	These	are	problems	of	the	heart,	
problems that call for greater self-awareness, self-understanding, equanimity, empathy, 
concern	for	others,	and	well-being.

The philosophy underlying the notion of a liberal education implicitly rejects the notion 
that	an	excellent	education	is	merely	a	collection	of	course	credits.	On	the	contrary,	liberal	
education	promises	to	educate	the	whole	student.	The	broad	formative	roles	that	col-
leges and universities continue to play in our society, combined with their long-term 
commitment to the ideals of liberal learning, position them well to facilitate the devel-
opment	of	students’	intellectual	and	personal	qualities	so	that	they	might	realize	their	
full	potential	and	better	serve	their	communities,	our	society,	and	the	world	at	large.

As educators and as citizens 
we need to ask ourselves: 
What kinds of people will our 
global society of the future need? 
While it’s obvious that 
technical knowledge and skill are 
becoming increasingly important 
for effective functioning in 
modern society, better technical 
knowledge alone will not 
equip students to deal with many 
of society’s most pressing problems
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11
Essay

Why Flourishing?
Corey Keyes

sCientists And investigAtors of mental illness believe and convey to the public that 
the treatment, cure, and prevention of mental illness are the only and the best ways to 
promote	the	overall	mental	health	of	the	population.	Our	nation	continues	to	advocate	
for doing more of the same thing for mental illness again and again but now expects a 
different	outcome,	a	cure.	Our	approach	to	mental	illness	is	insane.	Recent	talk	of	find-
ing a cure for mental illness is promising too much at best or providing false promises at 
worst.	The	Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders1 contains hundreds of 
purportedly	distinctive	disorders,	each	characterized	by	a	collection	of	signs	and	symptoms.	
Will	there	be	a	single	cure	for	all?	Unlikely.	Will	we	have	to	wait	years	for	many	cures	for	
all	mental	illnesses?	Most	likely.	What	is	the	cost	to	all	who	may	become	mentally	ill	
while	we	wait?	More	suffering	and	lost	life.
Such	calls	for	finding	a	cure	may	be	effective	for	persuading	the	U.S.	Congress	to	

devote	more	financial	support	to	the	National	Institute	of	Mental	Health.	But	I	believe	
that promising a cure for mental illness diverts attention and resources away from a second, 
viable,	and	complementary	approach	to	mental	illness—one	that	increases	happiness.	
Happiness is no laughing matter, and promoting it might be just what we need to promote 
good	mental	health	and	prevent	some	cases	of	common	mental	disorders.	
Happiness,	which	is	also	called	well-being,	represents	individuals’	evaluations	of	the	

quality	of	their	lives.	There	are	two	approaches	to	and	types	of	happiness:	hedonic	
happiness	and	eudaimonic	happiness.	The	first	approach	frames	happiness	as	positive	
emotions and represents the opinion that a good life is measured by feeling good or 
experiencing	more	moments	of	good	feelings.	The	second	approach	frames	happiness	as	
a way of doing things in the world and represents the opinion that a good life is measured 
by	how	well	individuals	cultivate	their	abilities	to	function	well	or	to	do	good	in	the	world.	
Simply	put,	happiness	is	feeling	good	or	happiness	is	functioning	well.	
My	own	and	others’	research	revealed	as	many	as	fourteen	facets	of	hedonic	and	

eudaimonic	happiness.	Those	facets	are	shown	in	Table	1	on	the	next	page,	and	represent	
the	items	or	questions	that	form	my	measure	of	good	mental	health	(i.e.,	the	Short	Form	
Questionnaire	of	the	Mental	Health	Continuum).	The	first	three	items	(happy,	interested	
in life, and satisfied) represent emotional well-being, the formal term I use to represent 
the	feeling	good	approach	to	happiness.	The	remaining	eleven	items	represent	the	
functioning	well	approach	to	happiness.	Of	those	eleven	items,	five	represent	social	
well-being, which is the formal term for the different ways that we can assess how well an 
individual	functions	as	a	citizen	and	member	of	a	collective	or	community.	The	remaining	
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six items represent psychological well-being, which is the formal term for the ways we 
measure	how	well	an	individual	functions	in	personal	life.	The	difference	between	social	
and psychological well-being hinges on the pronoun and frame of mind: Social well-
being	reflects	our	functioning	as	“we	and	us”	(when	I	am	a	member	of	a	larger	group),	
while	psychological	well-being	reflects	our	functioning	as	“me	and	I”	(when	I	am	in	my	
private,	personal,	and	intimate	sphere	of	life).

You may have noticed earlier that I used the words mental health when referring to 
happiness.	In	my	own	research,	I	argued	that	both	kinds	of	happiness	together	help	us	to	
measure	and	therefore	study	good,	or	positive,	mental	health.	I	call	the	pinnacle	of	good	
mental health flourishing and chose that term to be clear that I am talking about true 
mental	health,	not	merely	the	absence	of	mental	illness.	I	measure	mental	health	in	the	
same	way	that	psychiatrists	measure	common	mental	illnesses.	To	be	diagnosed	with	
depression, for instance, one has to have at least one symptom of anhedonia (loss of pleasure 
or	loss	of	interest	in	life)	combined	with	four	of	the	seven	symptoms	of	malfunctioning.	
To be diagnosed with flourishing mental health, individuals must experience in the past 
month every day or almost every day at least one of the three signs of emotional well–being 

Table 1. 

shorT form QuesTionnaire of The menTal healTh conTinuum

emotional Well-Being

Flourishing	requires	almost every day or every day on 1 or more of the following:
How often during the past month did you feel

	 1.	 Happy

	 2.	 Interested	in	Life

	 3.	 Satisfied	

Positive functioning

Flourishing	requires	almost every day or every day on 6 or more of the following:
How often during the past month did you feel 

	 4.	 That	you	had	something	important	to	contribute	to	society	(social	contribution)

	 5.	 	That	you	belonged	to	a	community	(like	a	social	group,	your	school,	or	your	neighborhood)	 
(social integration) 

	 6.	 That	our	society	is	becoming	a	better	place	for	people	like	you	(social	growth)

	 7.	 That	people	are	basically	good	(social	acceptance)

	 8.	 That	the	way	our	society	works	made	sense	to	you	(social	coherence)

	 9.	 That	you	liked	most	parts	of	your	personality	(self-acceptance)

	10.	 Good	at	managing	the	responsibilities	of	your	daily	life	(environmental	mastery)

	11.	 	That	you	had	warm	and	trusting	relationships	with	others	(positive	relationships	with	others)

	12.	 	That	you	had	experiences	that	challenged	you	to	grow	and	become	a	better	person	(personal	growth)

	13.	 Confident	to	think	or	express	your	own	ideas	and	opinions	(autonomy)

	14.	 That	your	life	has	a	sense	of	direction	or	meaning	to	it	(purpose	in	life)
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combined	with	six	or	more	of	the	signs	of	positive	functioning.	At	the	opposite	end	of	
flourishing	on	what	I	call	the	mental	health	continuum	is	languishing, which is diagnosed 
by never or once or twice during the past month having at least one sign of emotional 
well-being	combined	with	six	or	more	signs	of	positive	functioning.	Individuals	who	
are	neither	flourishing	nor	languishing	are	diagnosed	with	moderate	mental	health.
Flourishing	represents	the	achievement	of	a	balanced	life	in	which	individuals	feel	good	

about	lives	in	which	they	are	functioning	well.	My	approach	to	happiness	is	consistent	
with	those	views	of	happiness	as	more	than	seeking	and	feeling	pleasure.	Buddhism,	for	
example, posits happiness as a wholesome and balanced state that includes a meaningful 
and	constructive	approach	to	life.	Such	a	view	of	happiness	is	consistent	with	Aristotle’s	
view of eudaimonia (translated as eu	=	good	and	daimon	=	soul	or	spirit)	as	a	deliberate	
way of being and acting in the world that is virtuous not only for oneself, but also for others 
and	the	world.

the tWo ContinuA Model And the noble truths

While the more complete approach to measuring happiness allows us to approach mental 
health positively, it has also allowed me to investigate what I consider the most fundamental 
premise	of	pursuing	happiness:	the	two	continua	model.	In	1946,	the	World	Health	
Organization	(WHO)	defined	health	not	merely	as	the	absence	of	disease,	but	also	as	a	
state	of	complete	physical,	social,	and	mental	well-being.2	In	doing	so,	the	WHO	declared	
a	hypothesis	that	remained	untested	until	very	recently—that	mental	health	is	more	
than	the	absence	of	mental	illness;	it	is	the	presence	of	happiness	or	well-being.	If	this	
hypothesis	is	supported,	it	has	extremely	important	implications.	First,	even	if	we	could	
find a cure for mental illness tomorrow, it does not mean that most people would necessarily 
be	flourishing	in	life.	In	other	words,	we	cannot	treat	our	way	out	of	the	problem	of	mental	
illness; we must also promote a life of balance in which people can achieve happiness and 
realize	lives	in	which	they	can	flourish.

I have found strong evidence in support of the two continua model in studies of 
adults	in	the	United	States	and	the	Netherlands,	in	black	Setswana-speaking	South	Africans,	
and	in	youth	ages	12	and	older	in	the	United	States	and	Australia.	We	have	also	shown	
that positive mental health, as I measure it, is just as heritable as common mental illnesses 
(depression,	panic	attacks,	and	generalized	anxiety).3 We then discovered that the two 
continua	model	is	encoded	in	our	DNA	because	barely	half	of	the	genes	for	good	mental	
health	are	shared	with	the	genes	for	mental	illness.	This	means	we	inherit	a	genetic	level	
of	risk	for	depression	while	we	also	inherit	a	genetic	potential	for	flourishing.	However,	
the absence of or very low genetic risk for depression does not mean a high genetic 
potential	for	flourishing.	And	the	presence	of	high	genetic	risk	for	depression	does	not	
mean a life doomed for depression because one might also plausibly inherit a high 
genetic	potential	for	flourishing.	What	wins,	depression	or	flourishing?	It	may	very	well	
depend	on	the	kinds	of	experiences	that	unlock	the	genes	for	flourishing	and	what	experi-
ences	silence	the	genes	for	depression.	This	focus	may	come	in	the	future,	but	right	now,	
the National Institute of Health supports research on genetic risk of mental illness, not 
genetic	potential	for	good	mental	health.	In	other	words,	we	may	be	looking	for	the	
answer to the problem of mental illness in the wrong place by only looking at genetic 
risk	rather	than	at	genetic	potential	for	flourishing.
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In	a	recent	study,	we	found	that	approximately	75	percent	of	American	college	students	
were	free	of	common	mental	illness	as	measured	in	the	past	two	weeks.	Yet	only	46	percent	
of college students were free of mental illness and	were	also	flourishing.	In	short,	the	
absence of mental illness does not imply the presence of mental health among college 
students,4 and we found the same thing in adolescents5	and	adults.6

Another	important	implication	of	the	two	continua	model	is	that	the	level	of	good	
mental health should differentiate how well people with and without mental illness can 
function	in	their	lives.	All	of	my	research	has	supported	this	aspect	of	the	two	continua	
model.	For	instance,	almost	6	percent	of	college	students	are	flourishing	and	also	have	
mental	illness.	These	students	have	a	lower	risk	of	suicidal	tendencies	than	the	17	percent	
of	college	students	who	have	moderate	mental	health	with	a	mental	illness.	Roughly	3	

percent of college students who are languishing and have 
mental	illness	are	at	the	highest	risk	for	suicidal	tendencies.	
To be more specific, among students who would screen 
for	a	current	mental	illness,	7	percent	who	were	flourishing	
showed suicidal tendencies, compared to 18 percent with 
moderate mental health and 28 percent with languishing 
mental	health.	When	compared	to	students	with	mental	
illness, those currently free of mental illness are less 
likely	to	have	suicidal	tendencies.	Yet	in	this	large	group	
of	students	(i.e.,	the	75	percent	free	of	a	current	mental	
illness), those who are languishing have higher rates of 
suicidal tendencies than those with moderate mental 
health, who in turn have lower rates of suicidal tenden-
cies	than	students	who	are	flourishing.	More	specifically,	
among students who do not screen for a current mental 

illness,	only	1	percent	of	flourishing	students	showed	suicidal	tendencies,	compared	to	4	
percent	with	moderate	mental	health	and	15	percent	with	languishing	mental	health.7

In	short,	anything	less	than	flourishing	is	associated	with	worse	outcomes	for	individuals	
with	and	those	free	of	mental	illness.	Adults	with	less	than	flourishing	mental	health	
report more physical ailments and chronic disease, miss more days of work, use more 
health care (more prescriptions, more hospitalizations, more visits for physical, mental, 
emotional reasons), are more likely to die prematurely, and are more likely to develop 
mental	illness.8 
Here	again	there	are	alignments	with	Buddhist	views.	The	two	continua	model	and	

its	implications	share	affinities	with	the	Buddhist	approach	to	enlightenment,	namely	
the	four	noble	truths.	These	truths	are	as	follows:	(1)	One	must	first	understand	the	
nature	of	life	as	consisting	of	suffering	because	pleasure	and	satisfaction	are	fleeting	and	
life	involves	sickness,	sadness,	pain,	and	death;	(2)	One	must	understand	the	origin	of	
suffering;	much	of	it	flows	from	our	desires	and	expectations	that	encourage	cravings	
and attachment to things we encounter in daily life; (3) If we can understand our role in 
producing	suffering,	we	can	pursue	the	cessation	of	suffering	(i.e.,	nirvana)	if	we	can	rid	
our heart and minds of the hindrances of greed, anger, ignorance, and hatred; (4) The 
final truth, which is the eightfold path, entails cultivating our ability to function well in 
life by gaining wisdom (right understanding and right aspiration), ethical conduct 

Adults with less than flourishing 
mental health report more 
physical ailments and chronic 
disease, miss more days 
of work, use more health care 
(more prescriptions, more 
hospitalizations, more visits 
for physical, mental, emotional 
reasons), are more likely to die 
prematurely, and are more 
likely to develop mental illness
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(right speech, right action and right livelihood) and mental development (right effort, 
right	mindfulness	and	right	concentration).9

So after having grasped the nature and cause of suffering, and after attempting to 
mitigate	it,	Buddhists	shift	greater	attention	to	the	task	of	living	good	and	happy	lives.	
This is done by pursuing wisdom through learning the truth about the imperfect nature 
of life and human nature and living in a way that mitigates suffering caused by those 
imperfections.	We	promote	a	better	life	by	developing	the	ethical	conduct	of	speaking	
truthfully, compassionately, consistently with values and earning a living in a way that 
does	not	hurt	others	and	possibly	helps	others.	Last,	we	promote	a	good	life	if	we	
develop our mental capacity by consistently trying to work on it rather than making 
excuses or procrastinating and by strengthening our minds and attuning them to recognize 
and	live	in	the	present	moment	and	situation.
Using	 this	 engaging	metaphor	or	 analogy	of	 living	or	

being well together, the four noble truths and the eightfold 
path illustrate the principles and implications of the two 
continua	model.	That	is,	humans	are	prone	to	mental	illness,	
a	form	of	suffering.	Mental	illness	represents	a	form	of	imbal-
ance of feeling and functioning, a state of mind and existence 
consisting	of	a	disinterest	in	life,	sadness,	and	malfunctioning.	
But	mitigating	mental	illness	through	treatment	or	prevention	
does	not	result	in	a	flourishing	life.	Indeed,	one	way	to	over-
come our vulnerability to mental illness is to achieve a bal-
anced, wholesome life in which feeling good is connected to 
our	ability	to	function	well.	
To	flourish	in	life,	we	must	understand	that	happiness	as	

feeling	good	may	be	the	aim	of	our	lives,	to	paraphrase	Thomas	Jefferson,	but	virtue	
(and being in just relation with community) is the foundation for the feeling-good type 
of	happiness.	So	the	absence	of	suffering	does	not	mean	one	has	achieved	nirvana	and	
enlightenment,	and	the	absence	of	mental	illness	does	not	mean	one	is	flourishing.	We	
must	strive	to	act	in	ways	that	develop	our	capacity	for	doing	and	being	good—to	contrib-
ute to society, to view ourselves and others as fundamentally good, to develop warm and 
trusting	relations	with	others—so	that	we	come	to	feel	pleasure	about	living	our	lives	well.
In	1995,	we	surveyed	a	nationally	representative	sample	of	U.S.	adults,	ages	twenty-

five	to	seventy-five,	and	surveyed	them	again	in	2005.10	Both	times	we	measured	good	
mental health as a continuum as described earlier and for the presence of common mental 
disorders, including major depression episodes, panic attacks, and generalized anxiety 
disorder.	We	found	that	18.5	percent	of	adults	had	one	of	three	mental	disorders	in	
1995,	and	17.5	percent	had	one	of	the	three	in	2005.	Although	the	rate	of	mental	illness	
appears stable over time, just over half of the cases of mental illness in 2005 were new 
ones (participants did not have any of the three mental disorders in 1995 but had one of 
the	three	in	2005).	So	between	1995	and	2005,	the	United	States	made	no	progress	in	
reducing	the	cases	of	mental	illness.	While	half	of	the	1995	cases	were	resolved	in	one	
way	or	another,	new	cases	emerged.	These	results	suggest	that	the	new	cases	emerged	from	
the group of people who were initially free of mental illness but lost their good mental 
health,	which	increased	the	risk	of	becoming	mentally	ill.11

We must strive to act in ways 
that develop our capacity 
for doing and being good—
to contribute to society, 
to view ourselves and others 
as fundamentally good, 
to develop warm and trusting 
relations with others— 
so that we come to feel pleasure 
about living our lives well
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In	Figure	1,	the	number	at	the	top	of	each	bar	represents	the	number	of	times	more	
likely that members of that category were to have mental illness in 2005 compared to 
those	who	stayed	flourishing.	Focusing	on	the	numbers	at	the	top	of	each	bar,	you	will	
see	that	adults	who	declined	from	flourishing	in	1995	to	moderate	mental	health	in	2005	
were	nearly	four	times	more	likely	to	be	mentally	ill	in	2005.	The	first	loss	of	good	mental	
health—from	flourishing	to	moderate	mental	health—resulted	in	a	rise	in	the	risk	of	
future	mental	illness.	Adults	whose	mental	health	stayed	at	moderate	levels	were	four	and	
one-half	times	as	likely	to	have	a	mental	illness	in	2005.	Those	who	declined	to	languishing—
almost	all	of	whom	had	moderate	mental	health	in	1995—were	eight	times	as	likely	to	
have	a	mental	illness	in	2005.	In	other	words,	our	nation	must	protect	against	the	loss	of	
good	mental	health	if	it	wants	to	reduce	the	prevalence	of	mental	illness.	

The addition to protection against loss, promotion of positive mental health is 
important.	Individuals	who	stayed	languishing	were	more	than	six	times	more	likely	to	
have mental illness in 2005, while those who improved to moderate mental health were 
approximately	three	and	one-half	times	more	likely	to	have	mental	illness	in	2005.	
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Figure 1.

chanGe in incidence of menTal illness from 1995 To 2005.

The odds ratio for a mental illness (major depression episode, generalized anxiety, or panic attack) in 1995  
is compared to the odds ratio for positive mental health and any mental illness (major depression episode,  
generalized anxiety or panic attack) in 2005. The odds ratio is the number at the top of each bar; the percent 
at the bottom of each bar represents the proportion of adults in each category.  
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Compared	to	staying	languishing,	improving	to	moderate	mental	health	cut	the	risk	of	
future	mental	illness	by	nearly	half.	Individuals	who	improved	to	flourishing—most	of	
whom	had	moderate	mental	health	in	1995—were	no	more	likely	than	those	who	stayed	
flourishing	to	have	mental	illness	in	2005.	Adults	who	improved	to	or	stayed	flourishing	
had	the	lowest	risk	of	developing	mental	illness.	This	suggests	that	we	can	prevent	some	
mental	illness	if	we	help	more	people	to	flourish.
The	numbers	at	the	bottom	of	each	bar	in	Figure	1	represent	the	proportion	of	the	

sample	that	belongs	to	each	category	of	mental	health	or	mental	illness.	Because	the	
sample	was	designed	to	be	representative	of	the	U.S.	adult	population	between	the	ages	
of twenty-five and seventy-five in 1995, we can use the percent in each category to esti-
mate	how	much	of	the	U.S.	adult	population	may	be	in	each	category	of	mental	health.	
The percentages of adults who stayed at moderate or improved or declined to moderate 
mental	health,	when	combined,	represent	nearly	half	(48.1%	exactly)	of	the	U.S.	adult	
population, and these adults are three to four times more likely to develop mental illness 
because	they	have	moderate	rather	than	flourishing	mental	health.	The	percentages	of	
the sample that stayed at languishing or declined to languishing, when combined, repre-
sent	one	in	ten	(10.4%	exactly)	of	the	U.S.	adults	who	are	six	to	eight	times	more	likely	
to	develop	mental	illness	because	they	are	languishing	rather	than	flourishing.
In	short,	almost	six	in	ten	adults	(10.4	languishing	+	48.1%	moderate	=	58.5%)	in	

the	study	sample	were	not	flourishing	as	of	2005.	This	large	group	of	adults	was	free	of	
mental	illness	in	1995.	Yet	those	languishing	had	greater	risk	(odds	ratios	between	6.6	
and	8.2)	of	mental	illness	in	2005	than	those	adults	who	had mental illness in 1995 
(whose	odds	ratio	was	5.0).	Adults	with	moderate	mental	health	had	nearly	as	high	of	a	
risk	(odds	ratios	between	3.4	and	4.4.)	as	adults	with	a	mental	illness	in	1995.	So	the	
amount	of	any	mental	illness	was	18.5%	in	1995	and	17.5%	in	2005,	which	suggests	
that	the	United	States	did	not	make	any	significant	progress	in	reducing	mental	illness.	
But	52%	of	adults	with	mental	illness	in	2005	did	not	have	any	in	1995.	Many	of	52%	
of new cases come from the large segment of people that does not have any mental illness 
but	is	not	flourishing.	If	we	fail	to	focus	on	promoting	and	protecting	positive	mental	
health while we emphasize treating current cases of mental illness, we are unlikely to make 
any	progress	in	reducing	the	amount	of	and	suffering	from	mental	illness.	

hoW CAn We Pursue flourishing?
If our or any other nation wants a mentally healthy population, it must take both kinds 
of	happiness	seriously.	We	must	promote	what	we	want	in	our	lives,	and	the	concept	of	
flourishing	challenges	us	all	to	prioritize	and	balance	both	kinds	of	happiness—to	feel	
good	about	lives	in	which	we	can	function	well.	But	how	do	we	get	there?	The	two	
continua	model	requires	us	to	think	of	new	ways	to	achieve	flourishing	because	treat-
ments	that	aim	to	lower	the	bad	do	not	necessarily	increase	the	good.	Just	as	with	the	
treatment for cholesterol, in which taking statins may lower bad cholesterol but will not 
increase good cholesterol, mental health therapies aimed at lowering mental illness may 
not	increase	mental	health.	

To that end, colleagues in the Netherlands developed and tested a public health approach 
to	promote	mental	health	based	on	acceptance	and	commitment	therapy	(ACT).12 
The	point	of	ACT	is	to	increase	mental	flexibility.	This	flexibility	is	a	competence	that	
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includes two interdependent processes: (1) acceptance of negative experiences and (2) 
choosing	to	change	or	persist	in	behavior	based	on	values	or	principles.	A	person	who	is	
mentally	flexible	is	willing	to	remain	in	contact	rather	than	avoid	negative,	undesirable,	
personal	experiences.	In	other	words,	ACT	promotes	acceptance	of	the	first	noble	truth	
of	Buddhism	(that	suffering	exists)	because	most	of	us	try	control	or	avoid	such	unwanted	
private	experiences.	Rather	than	reacting	emotionally	to	negative	experiences,	the	ACT	
program also encourages us to become conscious about making choices toward unwanted 
experiences	based	on	our	values	and	goals	for	creating	a	good	life.	
Based	on	ACT,	Fledderus	et	al.	developed	a	course	that	could	be	administered	to	

groups	of	people	in	a	relatively	brief	period.13 Their program consists of a two-hour 
session	once	per	week	for	eight	weeks.	Through	structured	activities,	participants	are	
encouraged to discover their values in multiple domains of life, and they are taught 
how to respond to negativity and adversity based on their own deeply held commitments 
and	values.	The	course	also	teaches	participants	to	be	open	and	non-judgmental	in	per-
sonal	experiences.	The	goal	is	for	participants	to	learn	to	consistently	choose	effective	
responses in any but especially in difficult situations to build behavior repertoires that 
are	flexible	and	value	driven.	
Continuing	the	analogy	with	the	Buddhist	strategy	for	living	well,	participants	in	the	

ACT	intervention	are	learning	aspects	of	the	Buddhist	eightfold	path.	They	learn	that	
adversity and negativity are natural and they can live in a way that mitigates the problems 
caused	by	avoidance	or	repression	of	negative	experiences.	Participants	then	learn	to	
respond	to	adversity	and	negative	emotions	based	on	personal	values.	When	compassion	
meditation is included in the intervention, participants acquire the mindset (and dispo-
sition to behave or act) to live in a way that is more beneficial to others and, thereby, 
themselves.	When	mindfulness	meditation	is	included,	participants	learn	to	strengthen	
their	minds	and	to	appreciate	and	live	(act)	in	the	present	moment	and	situation.14 

In two randomized controlled trials, one that included mindfulness training,15 my 
colleagues	found	moderate	to	large	effects	for	promoting	flourishing.	Because	they	also	
measured	mental	flexibility,	they	were	able	to	test	whether	the	program	enhances	mental	
flexibility	and	if	this	enhancement	of	mental	flexibility	is	the	reason	for	increases	in	
flourishing.	In	both	studies,	mental	flexibility	explained	how	the	program	enhanced	
flourishing.	Impressively,	the	effects	of	the	program	were	maintained	three	months	later.	
Unfortunately,	the	design	of	the	study	did	not	allow	for	learning	how	much	the	inclusion	
of	mindfulness	meditation	added	to	the	ACT	program	in	promoting	flourishing.	Yet	this	
is just the beginning of a very important line of research that connects mind and life in a 
way	that	promotes	what	we	want	more	of	in	our	lives:	flourishing.

In sum, we must train our minds to focus on what matters, to make conscious choices 
about how to best respond to the challenges and trials of life, to achieve a better balance 
of prioritizing feeling with functioning well, and to be compassionate to others and our-
selves.	No	one	can	or	should	flourish	all	the	time	and	everywhere,	nor	should	anyone’s	
flourishing	be	at	the	expense	of	another’s.	I	believe	the	ACT	model	can	be	used	to	encourage	
a	more	sustainable	approach	to	flourishing	in	life	because	it	is	based	on	promotion	of	the	
happiness	of	others,	not	just	one’s	own.	
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College Makes Me Feel Dangerous:  
On Well-Being and Nontraditional students

David Scobey

“To begin is not in the realm of possibilities; only to begin again, over and  
over again—and therein lies [humanity’s] strength.”—EliE WiEsEl

i
Around A seMinAr tAble on	the	wooded	campus	of	The	Evergreen	State	College, a 
public	liberal	arts	institution	near	Olympia,	Washington,	a	group	of	students	is	telling	
their	stories.	They	are	adult	undergraduates	in	the	college’s	Evening	and	Weekend	Studies	
Program.	I	have	asked	them	to	talk	about	their	experiences	with	higher	education	in	the	
past	and	(now	that	they	have	returned)	here	at	Evergreen.1	“I	couldn’t	stand	the	traditional	
model	of	college,”	Jesi	says,	recalling	her	first	stint	as	an	undergraduate.	“Everything	was	
in	columns—take	these	distribution	requirements,	those	disciplines.	And	learning	in	
columns	isn’t	how	I	learned.	I’ve	always	been	a	worker,	and	what	you	find	in	the	work-
place	is	the	interdisciplinary	model.	Everything	is	connected	to	everything	else.”	Jesi	is	a	
fifty-something mother of five with a long government career in corrections and emergency 
management;	she	has	returned	to	college	less	for	her	job	than	for	her	kids.	“I	came	back	
because	I	felt	I	had	let	my	children	down.	They	were	starting	to	grow	up,	and	I	wanted	
them	to	go	to	college.	How	could	I	push	them	without	doing	it	myself?”	There	is	a	
poignancy	to	her	comment	because	her	son	James	happens	to	be	sitting	next	to	her;	they	
enrolled	in	Evening	and	Weekend	Studies	together.	He	too	was	disenchanted	with	college	
the	first	time	around.	After	dropping	out,	he	found	work	as	an	information	technology	
specialist	and	became	a	parent,	and	then	as	he	notes	a	couple	of	times,	“life	took	over.”	
Now,	a	decade	later,	his	academic	goals	are	more	job-related	than	his	mother’s;	he	has	
grown	frustrated	watching	colleagues	move	ahead	of	him	simply	because	he	lacks	a	bachelor’s	
degree.	Yet	something	has	happened	to	James’	calculus	since	matriculating:	“I	thought	it	
would	be	easy,	in	and	out.	I	knew	IT,	and	I	would	just	take	all	the	computer	classes.	But	
after	the	first	quarter,	I	changed	course.	I	did	Prior	Learning	from	Experience,	and	it	
made	me	realize	that	I	wanted	to	learn	how	to	write.	Now	I’m	doing	non-fiction	writing	
and	memoir	courses.”
One	by	one	around	the	table,	other	students	describe	their	previous	encounters	

with	college,	their	reasons	for	returning,	and	their	experiences	so	far.	Like	Jesi,	Marcia	
enrolled	for	her	children.	Dorian	was	prompted	by	work	frustrations	and	family	bonds:	
“I	came	back	to	college	because	I	felt	like	an	angry	underling.	I	had	a	good	job,	but	I	
didn’t	get	respect	at	work.	I	felt	slapped,	like	I	didn’t	amount	to	anything	without	that	



110 Well-Being and Higher Education

piece	of	paper.	So	I	returned	to	school	because	of	career	goals.	But	my	parents	are	gone,	
and	I	also	came	back	for	them.”	There	are	many	such	expressions	of	the	emotional—
not	just	economic—stakes	of	returning	to	college.	Other	students	describe	the	sense	of	
anger, embarrassment, even shame that comes with the lack of a degree and conversely 
the	experience	of	validation	that	academic	progress	brings.	“I	always	felt	less-than,”	says	
Wendy,	a	naturalist	at	a	wolf	conservation	center.	“I	feel	like	an	imposter.	Coming	here	
has	helped	me	find	my	voice.	It	helps	me	move	through	the	world.	And	it’s	important	
that	I	can	share	this	with	others	like	me.”
For	educators	concerned	with	student	well-being,	with	the	importance	of	well-being	

to	student	flourishing	and	success,	this	conversation	will	sound	both	familiar	and	
strange.	The	Evergreen	undergraduates	are	articulating	
some of the most important themes of our work: the dis-
engagement	associated	with	“learning	in	columns,”	the	
energy and joy of collaborative learning environments, 
and the power of supportive teachers and peers to foster 
self-discovery	and	outward	exploration.	The	conversation	
is a brief for engaged learning, for college experiences that 
simultaneously	welcome	students	and	change	them.	To	
use	our	well-worn	phrase,	it	is	a	brief	for	“educating	the	
whole	student”	and	for	paying	attention	to	well-being	as	a	
condition	and	consequence	of	such	education.

But	which	whole	student?	For	these	aren’t,	of	course,	the	undergraduates	that	the	public	
(or, I would submit, most academics) have in mind when we talk about the emotional 
and	developmental	tasks	of	college	going.	They	are	not	recent	high	school	graduates,	
financially and personally dependent on their parents, organizing their lives and work 
around central roles as full-time students, forging their academic interests and career plans 
on	the	cusp	of	adulthood.	To	the	contrary:	even	the	younger	Evening	and	Weekend	students	
like	James	have	to	pursue	their	studies	in	the	face	of	a	complex	nexus	of	employment,	
family,	and	community	factors.	No	less	than	traditional	collegians,	they	thrive	on	educa-
tional experiences that connect their aspirations for meaningful work and economic 
security	with	opportunities	for	personal,	intellectual,	and	social	development.	Yet	such	
integrative learning must fit with the constraints, strengths, hopes, and histories of adult 
life—with	work	pressures	and	ambitions,	family	responsibilities,	the	burden	of	past	
stumbles	with	higher	education—all	of	which	they	bring	back	to	college.	What	does	
educating the whole student mean for such undergraduates? What academic practices 
foster	their	well-being?	Wendy’s	words	suggest	the	goal	beautifully:	“Coming	here	has	
helped	me	find	my	voice.	It	helps	me	move	through	the	world.”	What	can	we	educators	
do to help students find their voices? 

ii
This question of well-being for nontraditional students is especially salient when we 
consider	that	they	have	constituted	the	majority	of	U.S.	undergraduates	for	the	past	
quarter	of	a	century.	Federal	data	make	it	clear:	the	stereotypical	profile	of	college	stu-
dents—recent	high-school	graduates	financially	dependent	on	their	parents,	enrolled	
full-time	in	two-	or	four-year	institutions—describes	only	about	26%	of	undergraduates.	

This question of well-being 
for nontraditional students 
is especially salient when 
we consider that they have 
constituted the majority 
of U.S. undergraduates for 
the past quarter of a century
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This	is	almost	exactly	the	same	proportion	as	collegians	who	are	parents.	Half	of	all	
students	are	financially	independent.	Nearly	half	are	enrolled	part-time.	A	majority	work	
at least twenty hours per week while pursuing their studies; about two out of five are 
employed	full-time.	An	estimated	43%	are	25	or	older.2	Of	course,	not	all	such	under-
graduates are enrolled in baccalaureate programs, much less in adult-centered, liberal 
arts	programs	such	as	Evening	and	Weekend	Studies.	Yet	the	Evergreen	students	belong	
to a new, nontraditional majority who mainly attend community colleges, for-profit 
institutions,	and	non-elite	public	universities.
This	new	majority	is	remarkably	heterogeneous.	Nontraditional is a catch-all rubric 

for a range of demographic factors (age, employment, family role, enrollment status) and 
a	variety	of	backgrounds.3 It includes military veterans and former prisoners; twenty-
something food servers and fifty-something parents of grown children; and workers who 
are	unemployed,	underemployed,	or	steadily	employed	without	prospects	of	advancement.	
Nontraditional	students	do	not	share	some	core	identity	or	social	background.	Yet	three	
commonalties	are	crucial	to	understanding	their	well-being.	First,	as	I	noted	above,	nearly	
all	have	to	fit	their	educations	within	a	complex	ecology	of	roles	and	stressors.	Their	
footholds in college are often precarious; from term to term, even week to week, any 
change	in	work	shifts,	family	income,	children’s	health,	daily	schedules,	even	access	to	
transportation	can	provoke	an	academic	crisis.	“One	time	my	kid	was	sick	with	the	flu,”	
one	community-college	student	told	a	research	focus	group.	“And	then	I	got	the	flu.	
And	that	was	two	weeks	out	of	my	math	class.	Well,	all	of	a	sudden,	I’d	wiped	out	of	math.	
There	was	no	way	I	could	make	it	up.	There	was	no	leeway.”4

Second (as the Evergreen conversation underscores) this social complexity is fraught 
with	emotional	complexity	as	well.	Nearly	every	nontraditional	undergraduate	I’ve	talked	
with or taught expresses some version of the less-than	feeling	described	by	Wendy.	
Returning to school means dealing with the reality of having strayed 
from the normative script of high-school to college that is so central 
to	the	American	success	story.	“I	was	a	thirty-something	adult	
working	towards	his	undergraduate	degree	(for	the	third	time),”	
wrote	Kevin,	a	former	student	of	mine,	in	a	course	journal,	“a	task	
[I]	felt	[I]	should	have	completed	years	ago.	Academically	successful	
individuals surrounded me daily, and there was an undeniable 
amount	of	shame	and	embarrassment.”	Prevailing	over	these	feel-
ings	and	defeating	the	voice	that	whispers,	“I	don’t	belong	here,”	
can	itself	become	a	key	goal	and	a	signal	achievement	of	college.	
New-majority undergraduates are clear about the emotional victory 
and	the	experience	of	agency	and	pride	this	represents.	“I	thought	that	I	wasn’t	college	
material	until	I	got	into	this	program	and	started	doing	well,”	an	interviewee	explained	
in	a	study	of	adult	working	students.	“Before	I	took	the	initiative	to	see	what	I	could	
achieve, I felt really stunted and being in the program has really helped me to just grow 
so	much	as	a	person.”5 
But	such	victories	are	much	too	rare.	For	along	with	the	socio-economic	and	emotional	

challenges of returning to college, most new-majority students share a third experience: 
educational	marginality.	In	myriad	ways—from	financial	aid	rules	to	Federal	completion	
metrics,	from	the	academic	calendar	to	the	business	hours	of	student	offices—educational	
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policies and practices tend to default to the traditional norm, to penalize students whose 
lives	do	not	conform	to	it,	and	to	discourage	institutions	from	investing	in	such	students.6 
The costs of such marginalization are not simply financial and logistical, but also are 
emotional	and	cognitive	and	undermine	students’	learning	and	prospects	of	success.	 
I vividly recall one of my most passionate, creative students bursting into tears unable 
even	to	listen	in	seminar	after	being	stonewalled	in	the	financial	aid	office.	The	focus	group	
comment	that	I	quoted	above,	“There	was	no	way	I	could	make	it	up.	There	was	no	leeway,”	
could	serve	as	the	epigram	for	a	host	of	encounters	with	inflexible	administrators	and	
clueless	instructors.
This	is	not	the	only	story,	of	course.	New-majority	students	also	offer	appreciative	

accounts of educators who have been attentive to their needs, their strengths, and the 
complexity	of	their	lives.	“Night	school	seems	to	work	real	well,”	another	participant	
told	the	same	focus-group.	“There,	teachers	understand	people	have	other	things	going	
on	in	their	lives—parents,	work,	whatever	the	situation	may	be.”7	My	point	is	that	no	
matter the mix of good and bad encounters, nontraditional students must struggle to 
sustain themselves and their studies, swimming upstream, so to speak, in an academy 
designed	for	someone	else.

So it should not surprise us that they succeed more slowly and less frequently than 
their	traditional	peers.	Academic	leaders	and	policy	makers	are	rightly	concerned	about	the	

low	completion	rates	of	all	U.S.	undergraduates,	but	attainment	
rates	for	new-majority	students	are	even	more	worrisome.	
In one national survey, it was estimated that traditional under-
graduates	seeking	bachelor’s	degrees	are	three	times	more	
likely to graduate than those with at least two nontraditional, 
demographic	markers.8	Other	researchers	who	focused	on	
discrete	nontraditional	factors	found	that	“adult	students	who	
work	20	hours	or	more	a	week	are	at	‘high	risk’	for	failure,”	
and that full-time undergraduates have a six-year completion rate 
nearly	four	times	higher	than	part-time	students.9	Facing	job,	

family, housing, health care, transportation, or debt pressures, members of the new majority 
are	at	far	greater	risk	of	falling	behind	in	classes,	missing	tuition	payments,	or	dropping	out.

iii
Student	well-being	(or	lack	of	well-being)	is	clearly	at	the	heart	of	this	story.	Many	non-
traditional	undergraduates	have	languished	in	their	initial	experiences	with	college.	Most	
have	to	overcome	a	nexus	of	barriers	(material,	social,	psychic)	to	resume	their	studies.	If	
they progress, it is by tapping sources of resilience and support (material, social, psychic) 
from their families and communities and from the teachers, mentors, and peers they 
encounter	in	school.	Success	reinforces	their	well-being	and	enables	them	to	flourish	in	their	
lives	and	at	work	in	ways	that	the	metrics	of	promotions	and	pay	raises	do	not	fully	capture.

So it is striking that academic leaders and policy advocates have not paid more sustained 
attention	to	the	issue	of	well-being	for	the	new	majority.	Indeed,	I	would	argue,	current	
policy discourse and programmatic innovation in higher education often reinforce the 
marginalization of these students by ignoring them or by misrecognizing their lives, 
needs,	and	goals.	I	do	not	mean	that	we	lack	research	on	nontraditional	undergraduates.	
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To the contrary, educational psychologists, economists, and other scholars have pro-
duced significant work on their demographics, role pressures, academic experience, and 
educational	outcomes.	Yet	for	the	most	part,	as	a	leading	voice	in	the	field	has	argued:	

research on undergraduate higher education [has been rooted in] a traditional 
student profile [that] . . . represented the undergraduate as an on-campus resi-
dential student who was solely focused upon the academic pursuits related to 
future career and life goals and primarily concerned with the key developmental 
tasks of identity and intimacy formation . . . .Higher education was both a 
foundation for developing adult identity and competence . . . and a developmen-
tal bridge between the family circle and the future adult world of family, work, 
and societal decision making.10

This	paradigm,	with	its	stress	on	the	undergraduate’s	post-adolescent	identity	formation	
and	entry	into	the	future	adult	world,	has	proven	enormously	generative.	It	informs	
much of the best research and practice on student well-being and development, includ-
ing	important	work	presented	in	this	volume.	Yet	this	framework	does	not	fully	speak	to	
the experience of the new majority for whom college is not a launching pad into adult 
identities	and	adult	roles.
Conversely,	a	more	recent	trend	among	educational	thought	leaders	and	policy	experts	

does focus on nontraditional undergraduates, but it does so without paying serious 
attention	to	their	well-being,	emotional	needs,	or	developmental	tasks.	Indeed	it	is	
assumed that they have no distinctive developmental agenda beyond that of acquiring 
degrees	and	job	skills.	To	a	great	extent,	this	is	because	the	new	focus	on	the	new	majority	
is	driven	by	policy	advocates—for	instance,	the	National	Governors	Association	or	the	
multi-state	consortium	Complete	College	America—whose	primary	goals	are	to	boost	
graduation	rates	and	align	academic	priorities	with	the	dynamics	of	the	labor	market.11 
Such completion and workforce goals have emerged as dominant themes in the national 
conversation	on	higher	education,	and	they	deserve	critical	examination.	Personally	I	
would argue that they are legitimate (as part of a more holistic educational agenda) 
and	dangerously	instrumental	(if	enshrined	separately).	But	this	is	not	the	occasion	 
for	such	a	discussion.	My	point	here	is	that	given	its	stress	on	targeted,	accelerated,	
training-oriented education, this way of thinking about college for nontraditional  
students	has	little	to	say	about	their	well-being.	It	treats	them	as	neoliberal	ciphers,	
emptied of emotional or developmental complexity, their inner lives and personal journeys 
shaped	by	nothing	more	than	cost	and	time	factors.	“Adult	learners	.	.	.	use	a	simple	 
calculus,”	argues	Richard	Kazis	and	colleagues	in	an	influential	policy	brief,	“they	ask:	
How can I maximize the economic value of my time in school while minimizing the 
amount	of	time	I	have	to	spend	in	classes?	They	are	looking	for	flexibility,	convenience,	
and accelerated progress to skills and credentials that pay off, as well as better odds  
for	completion.”12

It’s	a	powerfully	simple	model	of	the	needs	and	motives	of	the	new	majority,	and	it	
leads	to	a	powerfully	straightforward	policy	agenda:	streamlined	vocationalism.	As	the	
student	voices	I’ve	quoted	make	clear,	it’s	also	inaccurate.	Nontraditional	students	need	
academic	opportunities	that	take	full	account	of	their	lives,	needs,	and	goals.	To	provide	
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such opportunities, educators need models of well-being that also take full account of 
students’	lives,	needs,	and	goals.	What	should	that	model	look	like?	We	have	much	work	
to	do	in	answering	this	question.	

iv
Let’s	begin	by	stressing	the	complexity	of	the	needs	that	nontraditional	students	bring	to	
college.	Some	(such	as	affordable	tuition	and	engaging	teachers)	are	shared	with	their	
traditional	peers;	others	(such	as	child	care	support	and	flexible	schedules	for	courses	and	
administrative	offices)	reflect	their	distinct	situations.	And	even	among	nontraditional	
undergraduates,	these	needs	are	strikingly	heterogeneous.	The	full-time	office	assistant,	
the unemployed machinist, and the parent with a part-time job will have divergent time 
pressures; the middle-aged administrator and the young barista may require quite different 
levels	of	help	with	digital,	writing,	or	financial	literacy.

Yet however diverse the needs, they are tightly interwoven within the lives of individual 
students.	When	I	queried	my	adult	undergraduates	at	The	New	School	to	describe	what	
they	wanted	the	institution	to	provide,	I	was	apt	to	hear	an	eloquent	flow	of	responses.	
Sufficient financial aid, responsive financial-aid staff, friendly teachers, challenging 
teachers,	advisers	who	“get	it”	about	their	lives,	a	strong	peer	community,	classes	full	of	
snacks,	tutoring	and	academic	services	with	flexible	hours,	and	massage	sessions	during	
exam	periods	ran	seamlessly	together.	Sometimes	my	students	invoked	Maslow’s	famous	
hierarchy of needs to describe the range of their hopes and frustrations, but I came to 
think	of	Maslow’s	classificatory	model	(in	which	the	meeting	of	basic	requirements	is	
presumed to be a precondition for higher self-actualization) as too static and, well, hier-
archical.13 What nontraditional students convey is rather the manifold connections 
among	their	needs	that	function	like	compounds	in	organic	chemistry;	each	student’s	
life is its own complex molecule in which material, social, intellectual, and emotional 
factors	are	bent	toward	one	another	and	bound	together.
Their	motivations	in	returning	to	college	are	similarly	complex	and	interconnected.	

Indeed,	I’d	argue,	the	biggest	misconception	about	the	new	majority—and	one	of	the	
largest	obstacles	to	their	success—is	the	current	conventional	belief	that	their	only	
salient	goals	are	income-	and	job-related.	In	saying	this,	I	do	not	diminish	the	role	of	
economics in their educational choices; financial security and career advancement (not 
to	mention	the	affordability	of	college	itself)	are	as	crucial	to	them	as	to	any	other	students.	
Yet perhaps even more than traditional undergraduates, they do not segregate economic 
goals	from	academic	and	personal	ones.	In	one	survey	of	adult	prospective	students,	
affordable	tuition	was	ranked	as	“absolutely	essential”	by	74	percent	of	respondents	and	
was	second	only	to	“instructors	[who]	care	about	students”	at	76	percent.14	Recall	Dorian’s	
comment	in	the	Evergreen	discussion,	with	its	fluid	description	of	career,	family,	and	
emotional motivations: 
“I	came	back	to	college	because	I	felt	like	an	angry	underling.	I	had	a	good	job,	but	

I	didn’t	get	respect	at	work.	I	felt	slapped,	like	I	didn’t	amount	to	anything	without	that	
piece	of	paper.	So	I	returned	to	school	because	of	career	goals.	But	my	parents	are	gone,	
and	I	also	came	back	for	them.”	We	can	hear	a	similar	fluidity,	with	financial	worries	
segueing	into	larger	personal	dreams,	in	this	community-college	student’s	comment:	
“I	think	education	is	the	only	way	to	do	better	in	life	.	.	.	like	without	enough	money,	if	
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you	want	to	be	better	and	do	something	.	.	.	be	something	in	life—education	is	the	only	
way	I’ve	found.15

As	such	voices	make	clear,	it	is	not	the	desire	for	a	pure	and	simple	pathway	to	
employment	that	typically	drives	nontraditional	students	to	college.	Rather	a	compound	
of	goals—financial,	occupational,	familial,	emotional,	sometimes	communal,	and	(not	least)	
intellectual—impels	them	to	imagine,	each	in	his	or	her	own	way,	when,	where,	and	
what	to	study.	If	educators	do	not	design	institutions	and	programs	in	recognition	and	
support	of	this	whole	spectrum	of	needs	and	aspirations—and	the	interconnections	among	
them—we	will	simply	add	to	the	headwinds	against	which	nontraditional	undergraduates	
have	to	push,	heads	down,	on	their	journeys.

v
The first time I mentioned the phrase self-authoring to my adult students at The New 
School,	they	seemed	to	sit	straighter	and	take	notice.	When	I	followed	up	by	assigning	a	
scholarly article in which the authors used the concept to analyze the goals of nontraditional 
undergraduates	in	Australia,	they	responded	to	the	reading	with	emphatic	assents.16	By	
the end of the semester, they had adopted self-authoring as a kind of rhetorical touchstone, 
a	meme	for	their	educational	goals	and	their	advocacy	for	better	institutional	support.
At	first	glance,	this	may	seem	surprising.	As	theorized	by	the	psychologist	Robert	Kegan	

and	elaborated	by	Marcia	Baxter	Magolda	and	other	scholars,	the	concept	of	self-authorship	
has	served	as	an	influential	framework	for	understanding	traditional undergraduates and 
their	developmental	tasks.17 It posits a process by which young adults gain mature autonomy 
and	self-direction	and	move	from	“relying	on	external	formulas”	and	“adult	guides”	to	“using	
[their]	internal	voice	and	core	personal	values	to	guide	[their]	life.”18	Magolda	parses	this	
developmental journey into three processes that work together to cultivate and activate an 
individual’s	internal	voice	and	core	values.	There	must	be	“cognitive”	growth	in	which	s/he	
creates a belief-system distinct from the guidance of parents and other authorities and tests it 
iteratively	in	the	face	of	experience	and	conflicting	world-views;	“intrapersonal”	growth	in	
which	s/he	constructs	a	grounded	identity	and	core	personal	commitments;	and	“inter-
personal”	growth	in	which	s/he	develops	authentic,	mutual	relationships	that	engage	others	
without	either	conformist	deference	or	defensive	stubbornness.19

It is easy to see why the self-authorship framework has become a valuable model for 
undergraduate	development	in	traditional	academic	institutions.	Despite	the	whiff	of	
individualism	in	the	word	itself,	Magolda,	Patricia	King,	and	other	proponents	stress	the	
need	for	a	collective	fabric	of	“learning	partnerships”	that	catalyze	self-authoring,	and	it	
has been widely deployed in the student affairs literature and in the design of undergraduate 
curricula	and	student	life	programming.20	Indeed	the	model’s	key	themes—the	importance	
of separating from external authorities and inherited rules, the importance of building 
autonomous identities and values, and the importance of cognitive development in 
both—comprise	a	powerful	blueprint	for	educating	the	post-adolescent	undergraduate	
to	become	reflective,	self-directed,	and	socially	engaged.

Yet we should not be surprised that members of the new majority also find the idea 
so	resonant.	It	was	conceived	as	a	model	of	adult	(not	simply	young-adult)	development,	
grounded in longitudinal research that followed interview subjects from college into 
early	middle	age.	Magolda’s	tagline	for	self-authorship—“developing	an	internal	voice	to	
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navigate	life’s	challenges”—is	echoed	uncannily	in	Wendy’s	description	of	her	Evergreen	
experience:	“Coming	here	has	helped	me	find	my	voice.	It	helps	me	move	through	the	
world.”	The	force	of	Wendy’s	words	is	clear:	for	nontraditional	students,	going	to	college	
can	itself	be	an	act	of	self-authoring.

But	it	is	an	act	that	shifts	the	typical	understanding	of	the	
concept	and	inflects	it	with	the	distinctive	experience	of	the	new	
majority for whom self-authorship is not a matter of launching 
an adult identity and forging core values in the face of inherited 
norms	and	external	authorities.	They	have	usually	(if	incom-
pletely	and	imperfectly)	undertaken	these	tasks	already.	Rather,	
self-authorship is about self-efficacy, about building the capacity 
to transform the circumstances and responsibilities that hem in 
adult life into episodes of a new story, one that new-majority stu-

dents	compose	and	enact	themselves.	And	it	is	about	claiming	that	story	telling	power	
against a backstory of languishing, a past freighted with unfinished business, and the less-
than	feeling	that	so	often	results.	For	most	nontraditional	students,	college	is	a	second	
act,	a	project	of	self-renewal	rather	than	self-creation.	The	authoring	that	it	asks	them	to	
undertake may seem like a sequel, or the completion of an unfinished chapter, or a cor-
rection of the first edition, or a palimpsest in which they overwrite the earlier story with-
out	erasing	it.	But	whichever	of	these	metaphors	is	apt,	there	is	no	blank	sheet,	no	page	
one.	Coming	to	college	means	overcoming	the	burdens	of	the	backstory	in	order	to	
rewrite	the	future.	And	that	requires	collaboration	and	support.

vi
What	should	we	do,	then,	to	help	nontraditional	undergraduates	flourish	and	to	foster	
their	self-authoring?	Some	answers	will	be	clear,	I	hope,	in	what	I’ve	written.	New-majority	
students deserve educational opportunities that take account of the social, material, and 
emotional complexity of their lives, of the breadth and interconnectedness of their needs 
and	aspirations.	They	deserve	an	educational	environment	that	is	similarly	broad	and	
integrated	in	meeting	those	needs	and	aspirations.	And	quite	apart	from	what	they	deserve,	
their	academic	success	depends	on	it.
In	this,	of	course,	nontraditional	undergraduates	are	no	different	from	traditional	ones.	

The success of all college students depends on integrated support for their material, 
emotional,	social,	and	intellectual	needs—for	their	self-authoring.	Too	often	the	tradi-
tional college environment falters in fully offering such support, especially when academic 
life	and	co-curricular	sociability	are	misaligned.	But	at	its	best,	the	residential	campus	
works as a kind of total institution for the nurturance of the whole student and embeds 
academic study in an environment that offers food, shelter, sociability, athletic and 
creative facilities, spiritual community, and health and counseling services, all aimed at 
post-adolescent	flourishing.	
That	same	environment	poorly	serves	the	needs	and	goals	of	nontraditional	students.	

Their well-being does not require the compact integration of a residential campus but 
rather a nexus of infrastructures and services that help them to sustain their studies 
within	the	conditions	and	stressors	of	their	outside	lives.	The	most	effective	four-	and	
two-year	programs	are	designed	to	do	just	that.	Evergreen’s	Tacoma	campus	and	the	
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Providence	based	College	Unbound,	for	instance,	strengthen	engagement	and	retention	
by mandating weekly, faculty-led community forums that build mentoring and peer 
relationships	and	are	scheduled	at	times	and	locations	that	fit	the	lives	of	working	students.21 
The	Accelerated	Study	in	Associate	Programs	(ASAP)	initiative	of	the	City	University	of	
New York is similarly student-centered and provides an integrated suite of support and services 
to low-income, educationally at-risk undergraduates (traditional and nontraditional) in 
CUNY’s	community	college	system.	Participants	are	asked	to	commit	to	full-time	study,	
clustered courses, and a gateway seminar that builds study habits and soft skills; they 
receive intensive advising, tutoring, career services, tuition and fee waivers for all costs not 
covered	by	their	financial	aid,	free	textbooks,	and	stipends	for	public	transportation.22 
Were	I	the	Czar	of	Nontraditional	Well-Being,	I	might	add	child	care	support	and	short-term,	
supplemental	funding	for	household	emergencies.

What makes such best-practice programs so effective is not only their responsive 
logistics and wrap-around services, as useful as these are, but also their integration of 
support of an academic experience in which the curriculum and learning climate are 
similarly	student-centered.	Weekly	forums	with	faculty	mentors	and	supportive	peers,	
intensive (sometimes intrusive) advising, gateway courses that germinate academic plans 
while	building	academic	skills—such	practices	braid	together	students’	personal,	career,	
and	intellectual	development	even	as	they	deepen	teachers’	and	advisers’	understanding	
of	students’	lives	and	needs.	The	result	is	a	specifically	new-majority	culture	of	engaged	
learning.	For	many	faculty,	this	may	entail	adjusting	expectations	and	habits	that	have	
developed	in	traditional	settings.	Especially	if	teachers	come	from	elite	educational	back-
grounds, it can be difficult to keep in mind just how precarious nontraditional students 
may	feel.	“Understanding	that	you	belong	on	campus—and	that	an	institution	believes	
in	that	belonging	and	your	potential—are	important	assets	in	succeeding	as	a	student,”	
one	adult,	working,	undergraduates	notes.	“Privileged	students	most	likely	take	this	
acceptance	for	granted…[but]	these	questions	remain	open	and	salient	for	[nontraditional	
undergraduates].”23	This	why	“instructors	who	care”	score	so	high	in	enrollment	surveys.	
It	is	also	why	the	most	effective	adult	programs,	like	Evergreen’s	Tacoma	Program	and	College	
Unbound,	always	open	their	weekly	forums	by	celebrating	the	academic	and	personal	
milestones	of	students.	Such	a	full-throated	culture	of	welcome	enhances	persistence	and	
completion, not because it coddles students in need of grit, but precisely because it conveys 
trust	in	their	resilience	and	agency.24 
Of	course	a	culture	of	welcome	means	little	if	the	academic	experience	into	which	it	

welcomes	students	does	not	foster	their	success.	Adult	education	research	emphasizes	that	
nontraditional	undergraduates	flourish	most	when	curricular,	pedagogical,	and	credit-earning	
practices closely engage their lives; draw on their personal, community, and work experiences; 
and	directly	advance	their	goals.	As	Carol	Kasworm	summarizes	it,	nontraditional	students	
value	“[learning]	engagements	that	are	adult	experience-based,	challenging,	and	relevant	.	.	.	and	
that	apply	to	adults’	work	worlds.”25 Such goals and preferences impel many nontraditional 
students	to	pursue	career-related	degrees.	Yet	it	would	be	a	mistake	to	equate	the	desire	
for	“adult	experience-based,	challenging,	and	relevant”	education	with	a	call	for	vocational	
training	pure	and	simple.	National	data	show	that	new-majority	students	at	four-	and	
two-year institutions distribute themselves broadly across degree programs in health 
care,	business,	STEM,	and	liberal	arts	or	general	studies.	The	most	popular	areas	of	
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study are variously in health care or liberal arts depending on the level of nontraditional 
factors	students	display	and	the	type	of	institutions	they	attend.26

Whatever they study, it is clear that new-majority undergraduates thrive best when they 
can	integrate	their	learning	and	credit	earning	into	the	fabric	of	their	lives.	Research	suggests	
that	they	persist	at	higher	rates	when	they	can	garner	credit	for	prior	learning—documented	
knowledge	and	skills	already	gained	in	non-academic	settings—and	when	they	can	pursue	
new opportunities for practice-based learning linked to their current jobs, career aspirations, 
or	unpaid	community,	creative,	and	advocacy	work.27 It also points to the value of high-impact 
practices like community service and project-based learning if these can be made accessible 
and	useful	within	the	time	and	role	constraints	of	their	lives.28 Indeed, leading adult 
baccalaureate	programs,	such	as	College	Unbound	and	DePaul	University’s	School	For	
New Learning, require that students complete their studies with capstone projects that bring 
their	academic	plans	to	bear	on	their	personal	goals	in	real	world	settings.	Leann,	for	
instance,	a	recent	graduate	of	College	Unbound,	developed	a	business	plan	for	a	community	
performance	center.	A	divorced	mother	of	two	with	a	passion	for	theater,	she	long	languished	
in traditional colleges that she found unresponsive to her family situation and for-profit 
courses	that	were	“low-quality	and	worthless.”	By	contrast,	she	loved	the	blend	of	peer	
community, no nonsense mentoring, and student-centered academic planning that she 
encountered	at	College	Unbound.	“All	of	a	sudden,	I	felt	like	I	wasn’t	in	school,”	she	said,	
recalling	the	arc	of	goal	setting,	reflection,	skill-building,	and	action	that	she	wove	together	
in	her	capstone	project.	Now	she	is	pursuing	a	master’s	in	theater	administration	and	
working	part-time	as	an	advisor	for	incoming	College	Unbound	students.

vii
This, it seems to me, is what educating the whole student looks like when that student 
belongs	to	the	new	majority.
The	vision	of	well-being	that	I	have	tried	to	capture	in	this	sketch	is	complex—as	complex	

as	the	lives	of	nontraditional	undergraduates	themselves.	It	points	to	the	need	for	institutional	
infrastructures, student services, learning communities, and curricular practices that work 
together	organically	to	welcome	new-majority	students	and	at	the	same	time	challenge	them.	
It calls for academic programs that offer strong guidance from faculty and staff and at the same 
time	offer	vibrant	and	supportive	peer	communities.	Such	programs	would	nurture	the	
inward and outward dimensions of self-authorship and empower nontraditional students 
(to	quote	Wendy’s	words	one	last	time)	to	find	their	voices	and	move	through	the	world.	

The academy is filled with committed educators who advance this vision in their 
everyday	work.	But	higher	education	as	a	whole	has	not	done	enough	to	realize	it,	even	as	
the	students	who	stand	to	benefit	from	it	have	become	the	majority	of	our	undergraduates.	
Actualizing	this	vision	will	require	creativity,	institutional	will,	and	resources	on	the	part	
of	academic	institutions,	faculty,	staff,	and	students	themselves.	It	will	also	require	significant	
changes	in	Federal,	state,	and	accreditor	policies,	but	that	is	an	argument	for	another	
essay.	Yet,	as	I	have	tried	to	show	in	this	essay,	we	can	see	glimpses	of	what	it	might	look	
like in the research of adult education scholars, the best practices of places like Evergreen, 
and	the	voices	of	students	like	Wendy.

I hope it is clear that investing creativity, will, and resources in the well-being of non-
traditional	students	is	well	worth	it.	When	academic	programs	take	account	of	their	lives,	
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needs,	and	goals,	the	results	are	impressive.	Participants	in	CUNY’s	ASAP	program	complete	
their	associate’s	degrees	at	twice	the	rate	of	their	peers	and	at	a	lower	cost	per	graduate,	
despite	(or	rather	because	of )	the	extra	resources	invested	in	supporting	them.29 Students 
in	College	Unbound	and	Evergreen’s	Tacoma	Program	persist	and	graduate	at	rates	as	
high	as	80%—a	level	usually	limited	to	select	liberal-arts	institutions—and	Pell	Grants	
cover	about	two-thirds	of	tuition	in	both	programs.30

Such indicators of cost and completion are important; nontraditional undergraduates 
(like	traditional	ones)	cannot	flourish	if	they	cannot	graduate	from	affordable	programs.	
But	the	most	powerful	evidence	of	student	well-being	comes	from	the	students	them-
selves.	So	let	me	end	where	I	started:	listening	to	the	stories	of	Evergreen	undergraduates.	
The	last	person	around	the	seminar	table	that	afternoon	is	named	Jesse,	“spelled	like	boys	
spell	it,”	she	tells	me.	She	is	a	judicial	educator	in	the	Washington	State	court	system,	and	
she has come back to school many years after a first, unhappy stint, feeling confident in 
her subsequent successes and resentful that her lack of a degree has held her back:

While I hate to admit this, I often compare myself . . . to others—feeling that a 
degree doesn’t make the person. It is passion, effort, and genuine care that does. I’ve 
worked next to a great deal of highly educated individuals who couldn’t apply their 
knowledge to practice, yet they get the interviews and jobs I’m not considered for 
because I didn’t have the paper. It created a great deal of resentment that I have 
had to figure out how to deal with. It also created a really bad opinion of higher 
education . . . It was very hard to go back to school and trust that I would not be 
wounded by it again. And that’s what makes Evergreen so different in my mind.

At	Evergreen,	in	the	Evening	and	Weekend	Studies	Program,	Jesse	has	flourished,	
loves	the	course-work	and	the	writing,	and	is	even	considering	a	career	in	higher	education.	
“I	began	to	crave	college,”	she	tells	me,	almost	fiercely.	“College	makes	me	feel	dangerous.	
I	hated	school	before.	Now	it	feels	great	to	be	so	self-directed.”
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higher eduCAtion And Well-being  
in An erA of unbundling And ACCountAbility

American	colleges	and	universities	today	find	themselves	confronting	a	variety	of	
cross-pressures.	Traditional	brick	and	mortar	institutions	of	higher	learning	have	been	
widely criticized in recent years for a variety of perceived failures, for example, that students 
do not learn well as a result of poor teaching, that they do not graduate in large enough 
numbers for lack of support, that they graduate in debt because of high costs, and that 
they	stay	in	debt	because	they	were	not	adequately	prepared	for	the	workforce.1 These 
criticisms, among others, have fueled two broad types of responses: one is led by entre-
preneurs who would use new technologies to disrupt and unbundle higher education;2 
the other would be used to leverage the power of the state and federal governments to 
more	actively	regulate	colleges	and	universities	and	to	hold	them	accountable	for	students’	
academic	and	labor	market	outcomes.3

Both	movements	are	concerned	with	measuring	student	outcomes	as	a	means	of	
increasing transparency in the higher education system in order to help parents and 
prospective	students	compare	institutions	and	to	facilitate	regulation	and	accreditation.	
In so doing, they have spurred demand for more data and contributed to changes in the 
process	by	which	institutions	of	higher	learning	are	ranked	against	one	another.4 President 
Obama	and	the	United	Stated	Department	of	Education	recently	announced	the	publica-
tion	of	a	College	Scorecard	that	draws	from	all	available	data	on	college	and	universities	
for	a	period	of	nearly	twenty	years.	The	most	comprehensive	effort	to	increase	transparency	
to	date,	the	College	Scorecard	includes	data	on	hundreds	of	variables	that	range	from	
the	number	of	Bachelor’s	degrees	awarded	in	the	field	of	history,	to	the	default	rate	of	
loans by cohort, to the percent of low-income students who died within two years 
after	matriculation.5

Yet for all the apparent breadth of these data, and despite the importance of the outcomes 
they measure, most agree that the many data points included in the Scorecard and other 
comparable rankings account for only a narrow slice of the goals that motivate higher 
education.	This	is	particularly	the	case	for	a	liberal	arts	education	in	which	students	are	
expected to study within a broad curriculum that facilitates holistic academic and personal 
growth; cultivates a sense of civic and social responsibility; and encourages integrative 
thinking,	creativity,	and	curiosity.6 It is worrisome that rankings and the easily measured 
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outcomes upon which they rely may reshape institutional priorities and divert resources 
away	from	important	but	less	easily	operationalized	outcomes.	Changes	in	the	specific	
focuses and practices of higher education are inevitable, even desirable, but they should 
be	made	consciously	and	with	full	information.
Fueled	partly	in	response	to	the	specter	of	these	and	other	measurements	and	rankings,	

and partly by a genuine desire to address health and 
wellness on campuses, there have recently been calls to 
refocus attention on the promotion of well-being as a 
goal	of	higher	education.	In	addition	to	fulfilling	the	
intellectual potential of students, this perspective on 
education argues that higher education can and should 
facilitate the development of strengths and skills that 
are intrinsically valuable and promote well-being 
outcomes	across	the	lifespan.	Proponents	of	this	broader	
and deeper conception of higher education as well as 

those working day-to-day with college students in many settings may be interested in 
tailored	measures	of	well-being.
Fortunately,	the	measurement	of	well-being	outside	of	collegiate	contexts	has	garnered	

increased interest in the last twenty years, especially with the emergence of the field of 
positive	psychology.7 Scientists can utilize measures of dimensions of well-being to 
understand	the	dynamics	and	predictors	of	human	flourishing,	and	institutions	and	
governments	pay	attention	to	what	is	being	measured.

Why foCus on Well-being?
Well-being is an innately valuable end on its own terms, but individuals who report high 
levels	of	well-being	flourish	in	other	ways	as	well,	as	recent	research	in	positive	psychology	
has	shown.	For	example,	those	who	report	high,	subjective	well-being	(defined	as	feeling	
satisfied	with	one’s	life	and	having	high	levels	of	positive	emotions	in	the	absence	of	negative	
emotions)	are	more	likely	to	have	better	health	and	possibly	even	longer	lives.8 High 
subjective well-being is also causally implicated in further positive outcomes,9 such as 
better	work	performance,	better	social	relationships,	and	more	ethical	behavior.10 
One	area	that	has	been	the	focus	of	much	research	has	been	the	relationship	between	

personality	and	well-being.11 Steel, Schmidt, and Shultz identified a number of reasons 
to indicate that the relationship between stable personality traits and subjective well-being 
should	be	particularly	strong.12	Among	these	reasons	is	the	fact	that,	as	Diener	and	
Lucas pointed out, there are theoretical linkages between personality and well-being, and 
it	is	apparent	that	personality	factors	account	for	a	significant	portion	of	well-being.13 

Related to this fact, Headey and Wearing found that history tended to literally repeat 
itself for individuals, that is, the same life events tended to happen repeatedly to the same 
people.14 This led them to argue that life events are not completely exogenous but in fact 
are endogenous to a significant degree and that in the absence of unusual life circumstances, 
an	individual’s	subjective	well-being	will	remain	stable.	For	example,	extraverts	generally	
tend to experience positive events over time, while introverts generally experience negative 
events.	They	further	claimed	that	it	was	possible	to	predict	an	individual’s	life	events	
simply	on	the	basis	of	that	individual’s	levels	of	extraversion,	introversion	and	openness	
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in the last twenty years, especially 
with the emergence of the field 
of positive psychology
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to	experience.	This	perspective	on	well-being,	life	events,	and	personality	has	been	termed	
Dynamic Equilibrium Theory.15	Moreover,	adoption	and	twin	research	studies	by	Lykken	
and Tellegen16 and Nes and colleagues17 point to the existence of a happiness set-point, that 
is,	over	time,	an	individual’s	level	of	well-being	appears	to	remain	stable.	This	set-point	is	
probably	related	to	personality	traits	rooted	in	neurobiology.	

However, the view that the happiness set-point is immutable has been increasingly 
challenged,	especially	in	light	of	evidence	that	individuals’	levels	of	life	satisfaction	have	been	
shown	to	increase	over	time.18	For	example,	life	events	such	as	marriage	and	divorce19 
and unemployment20	can	result	in	long	lasting	changes	in	well-being.	In	light	of	such	
findings,	Diener,	Lucas	and	Scollon21 argued that set-point theory needs to be modified to 
accommodate	evidence	that	people’s	personality	profiles	may	predispose	them	to	a	particular	
non-neutral set-point, and others have argued that people are generally happy most of the 
time,22 that people may have multiple set-points given the multi-faceted nature of well-being,23 
that subjective well-being can change over time,24 and that there are differences in how 
individuals	adapt	to	life	events	such	as	marriage.25	Lyubomirsky	et	al.	further	argued	that	long-
lasting	increases	in	well-being	are	possible	through	a	focus	on	altering	one’s	intentional	activity	
or	how	one	thinks	and	acts.26	One	important	implication	of	this	is	that	interventions	can	be	
designed	to	increase	individuals’	happiness	above	their	genetic	set	points.27

In	addition,	Diener	found	that	people	from	a	wide	number	of	countries	valued	well-being	
above	income.28 Well-being has also been advanced as an alternative to standard economic 
and	social	indicators	(such	as	GNP	and	levels	of	education,	crime,	and	health)	as	a	
measurement	of	quality	of	life.	Advocates	of	this	approach	have	claimed	that	in	combination	
with objective measures, well-being indicators can provide information that standard indi-
cators	cannot.29	Determining	public	policy	based	on	economic	indicators	alone	has	meant	
that	growing	economic	prosperity	has	not	been	accompanied	by	an	increase	in	well-being.30 
Many	well-being	researchers	have	argued	that	this	paradox	needs	to	be	resolved	with	more	
emphasis	on	the	expressed	well-being	of	citizens.	For	example,	important	predictors	of	
well-being	include	social	capital,	democratic	government,	and	human	rights.	Moreover,	
not only is well-being seen by many as an important and perhaps the ultimate end, but 
also well-being can help individuals better achieve other important ends, an argument 
central	to	proponents	of	well-being	in	higher	education.

WhAt should be the indiCes of Well-being in higher eduCAtion?
The promotion of well-being as an outcome of higher education has received increased 
attention	from	researchers	and	practitioners.31 This interest mirrors the growth focused 
goals of the progressive movement in education, and it is important to acknowledge that 
the interest in non-academic outcomes such as well-being among educators is not a new 
one.	Moreover,	researchers	and	educators	have	identified	a	number	of	outcomes	that	count	
as	positive	youth	outcomes.	These	constructs	have	been	variously	termed	character or traits 
that promote character virtue development, social emotional learning, pro-social behavior, 
positive youth development, learning mindsets and skills, capacity for accomplishment, 
thriving,	non-cognitive	skills,	and	personal	success	skills.32

Most	psychologists	are	careful	to	point	out	that	while	subjective	measures	of	well-being	
can provide important information that can inform policy decisions, they are not meant 
to override other source of information, such as objective measures, those based on the 
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capabilities approach,33	and	standard	economic	indicators.	It	should	be	noted	that	psy-
chologists emphasize the importance of subjective measures of well-being in part due to 
concerns	about	using	objective	indicators	as	the	sole	measures	of	well-being.34	One	set	of	
concerns stems from the general problem that it is not intuitively obviously which items 
should	be	included	in	a	finite	set	of	domains	that	contribute	to	or	constitute	well-being.	
Also,	operationalizing	objective	domains	of	flourishing	can	frequently	be	challenging.	
For	example,	a	researcher	may	be	interested	in	measuring	engagement	with	culture,	but	
does that entail giving equal status to attendance at the opera and fraternity parties? 
Additionally,	while	some	researchers	argue	that	objective	measures	of	well-being	can	be	
clearly observed and empirically verified,35 the objective data that are frequently cited 
may not always be accurate, and similar scores on a specific objective indicator could 
reflect	different	levels	of	well-being.	Subjective	measures	of	well-being,	in	other	words,	
can	provide	unique	information	that	objective	measures	cannot.
Clearly	then,	measuring	well-being	successfully	is	a	challenging	task,	in	part	because	

well-being	is	multidimensional,	a	fact	recognized	by	researchers	and	practitioners.36 The 
intrinsic importance of well-being means that assessments relevant to students have been 
produced and deployed, but the difficulty of the measurement task and the value-judgments 
inherent	have	left	a	number	of	gaps.	No	extant	measures	focused	on	self-report	are	attendant	
to the specific development status of young adults, and at least two include dimensions 
that	focus	on	the	quantifiable	value	of	college	for	financial	security.	Ideally,	a	measure	of	
student well-being complements rather than duplicates extant assessments, focuses on 
self-report	across	a	number	of	dimensions,	and	reflects	the	best	scientific	knowledge	of	
well-being	and	the	development	of	young	adults.	Below	is	a	list	of	psychological	con-
structs relevant to or constitutive of student well-being that we have utilized in our past 
research	on	well-being	in	the	Wake	Forest	University	student	community.	We	note	this	
list simply to highlight the wide range of skills, abilities, and traits that can arguably be 
termed relevant to well-being among college students:

Table 1.  

lisT of Well-BeinG consTrucTs relevanT for colleGe assessmenT

constructs

Resilience

Self-Esteem

Self-Acceptance

Purpose in Life

Autonomy

Coping

Spirituality

Open-Minded	Thinking

Locus	of	Control

Group	Identity

Evaluation	Anxiety

Optimism

Belongingness

Personal	Growth

Environmental	Mastery

Positive	Relations	with	Others

Personal Strength

Openness	to	New	Opportunities

Self-Complexity

Beliefs	about	Personality	Change

Identification	with	Academic	Domains

Satisfaction	with	Life	(Past,	Current,	Future)	and	with	Specific	Life	Domains
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The magnitude of constructs relevant to the well-being of college students requires 
the development of some decision rules to provide clear guidelines with which to identify 
and select the most appropriate dimensions of well-being for assessment among college 
students.	We	present	two	criteria:
•	The proposed dimension should have a substantive empirical base of research to 

demonstrate its successful assessment and utility.	Given	the	significant	progress	
made on research on well-being and personality (non-cognitive traits) in the last 
twenty years, a proposed dimension should have some identified empirical research 
base	to	demonstrate	its	successful	assessment	and	value	in	terms	of	life	outcomes.
•	The proposed dimension should be actionable, i.e., colleges should ideally be able 

to affect changes to students’ standing on these dimensions. While an identified 
dimension may be important in and of itself or for other valued life outcomes, it 
should	also	be	actionable	in	the	educational	setting.	In	other	words,	colleges	and	
other	educational	institutions	should	be	able	to	affect	changes	on	students’	standing	
on	these	dimensions.	
Based	on	these	criteria,	we	propose	five	broad	dimensions	that	may potentially characterize 

student well-being: subjective well-being, meaning/purpose, belongingness, commitment to 
others,	and	grit/perseverance.	These	dimensions	reflect,	in	our	view,	the	attributes	that	
constitute	high	student	well-being	based	on	the	current	scientific	evidence—attributes	
that potentially can be changed in the college context, and that are the result of a systematic 
evaluation	of	the	constructs	depicted	in	Table	1.	

diMension 1: subjeCtive Well-being

The subjective well-being approach is the most ubiquitous method with which to assess 
well-being in psychology, and much of the research discussed earlier derives from this 
tradition.	Subjective	well-being	accounts	in	psychology	center	on	subjective	reports	of	
positive emotions and life satisfaction and are used to assess how people feel and think 
about	their	quality	of	life.	Subjective	well-being	accounts	incorporate	hedonic	experiences	
(momentary positive and negative emotions) and cognitive evaluations of how well life is 
going	more	generally.	Since	both	of	these	elements	are	subjective	(the	first	is	affective	
and the second is cognitive in nature) this kind of account is termed subjective well-being, 
an	umbrella	term	combining	how	we	think	and	how	we	feel	about	our	lives.37 
Given	the	benefits	of	experiencing	high	subjective	well-being	(discussed	above),	

promoting	it	among	college	students	is	a	worthwhile	goal.	Moreover,	our	interest	in	
assessing multiple dimensions of well-being does not obviate the utility of a measure with 
which	to	gauge	an	individual’s	overall	sense	of	well-being.	Indeed,	positive	psychology	
researchers have called for the development of national indicators of well-being that can 
in time achieve the conceptual and methodological sophistication of national economic 
indicators.	Diener	recommended	that	the	various	facets	of	subjective	well-being	(including	
positive affect, negative affect, life satisfaction, domain satisfaction, and quality of life) 
be measured separately; that instruments sensitive to changes in well-being resulting 
from changes in circumstances be utilized, and that short-term and long-term changes 
in be assessed separately; that instruments used to measure subjective well-being be 
psychometrically valid (that is, that they consistently measure what they are supposed to 
be measuring); that current instruments, although comparatively imperfect, can still 
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provide information to policymakers that standard economic indicators cannot offer; 
and that taking well- and ill-being into account when making policy decisions represents 
an	important	part	of	the	democratic	process.38

diMension 2: MeAning And PurPose

Hedonic research increasingly argues that while happiness is an aspect of subjective well-
being and thus contributes to hedonia, the facet of well-being more intimately connected 
with eudaimonia is derived not from pursuing momentary desires but from those experiences 
that	promote	growth	and	“a	meaningful	life.”39

Meaning	is	not	entirely	isolated	from	measures	of	subjective	well-being;	however,	it	is	
positively related to life satisfaction,40 and pursuing meaningful goals is associated with 
subjective	well-being.41	Moreover,	positive	affect	may	predispose	individuals	to	feel	that	their	

lives are meaningful and thus may increase their sensitivity 
to the potential relevance of a particular situation for building 
meaning.42	Another	construct,	psychological well-being,43 
arose as a complementary approach to subjective well-being 
and includes specific dimensions of well-being that the 
subjective	well-being	perspective	does	not.	One	of	these	
dimensions	is	Purpose	in	Life,	defined	as	“having	beliefs	
that give the individual the feeling that there is purpose in 
and	meaning	to	life.”44 Having high meaning in life is 
characteristic of social activists who exhibit high moral 
excellence	in	their	work.45	College	may	be	the	first	context	

in which individuals begin to answer the question what does my life mean?46 and address 
hitherto	unexamined	existential	questions	that	have	a	bearing	on	their	future	well-being.	
Promoting such existential development has been stated frequently as a purpose of liberal 
higher	education.

diMension 3: belongingness

Ryan	and	Deci	identified	relatedness—the	importance	of	feeling	a	close	connection	to	
and	being	cared	for	by	others—as	one	of	three	psychological	needs	that	are	principal	
predictors	of	well-being	along	with	autonomy	and	competence.47	More	recent	work	points	
to belongingness as a significant predictor of important outcomes, including academic 
achievement	(see	below).	Moreover,	belonging	uncertainty	has	been	shown	to	be	harmful	
in	a	variety	ways,	from	academic	outcomes	to	health	outcomes.	Belongingness	is	a	multi-
dimensional and malleable construct that is sensitive to factors such as social identity 
and social environment and is a significant predictor of important outcomes, including 
academic	achievement	and	health	outcomes.	

diMension 4: CoMMitMent to others/identifiCAtion With All huMAnity

In	his	account	of	well-being,	Aristotle	proposed	a	perfectionist	version	in	which	the	well-being	
of an individual is judged by considering how close she or he is to reaching the full potential of 
humankind.	Aristotle’s	term	for	this,	eudaimonia,	has	been	translated	variously	as	flourishing,	
happiness,	or	well-being.	Defining	this	good	or	full	life	has	been	a	central	concern	of	
psychologists,	political	philosophers,	and	human	development	researchers.

The growth of a sense 
of commitment to others 
represents a manifestation 
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is arguably one goal 
of higher education
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Maslow’s	hierarchy	of	needs	represents	one	of	the	earliest	attempts	in	psychology	 
to	differentiate	between	subsistence	and	flourishing.48 The hierarchy of different needs 
emphasizes the importance of fulfilling one set of needs before progressing to other, 
higher-order	needs.	Maslow	saw	these	needs	as	important	motivators	of	human	behavior	
and moreover distinguished between growth or higher-level and deficiency or lower-level 
needs.49 While satisfying deficiency needs helps an individual avoid unpleasant consequences, 
satisfying	growth	needs	helps	an	individual	achieve	a	state	of	flourishing,	which	Maslow	
termed self-actualization.	One	component	of	a	self-actualized	individual	on	this	account	is	
her	commitment	to	others	and	even	an	identification	with	and	concern	for	all	humanity.	
Recent researchers have shown that people who identify strongly with all humanity are 
high	in	dispositional	empathy,	moral	reasoning,	moral	identity,	and	universalist	values.50 
The growth of a sense of commitment to others represents a manifestation of mature civic 
citizenship,	the	development	of	which	is	arguably	one	goal	of	higher	education.

diMension 5: grit/PerseverAnCe

The broad personality trait of conscientiousness had been associated with multiple 
important life outcomes, including educational achievement and job performance across a 
wide	range	of	occupations.51	Moreover,	successful	completion	of	
high school is predicted by specific facets or sub-traits encom-
passed	by	conscientiousness.	Researchers	have	focused	on	the	
specific conscientiousness-related trait of grit, defined as perse-
verance	and	passion	for	long-term	goals.52 People high in grit 
are more likely to persist in achieving long-term goals and to 
“maintain	effort	and	interest	over	years	despite	failure,	adversity	
and	plateaus	in	progress,”53 meaning that fostering this trait could 
have	positive,	long-term	effects.	More	recently,	researchers	have	
focused on the importance of grit, optimism, and a growth 
mindset (the belief that the ability to learn can be improved 
through effort), and efforts are being made to develop interventions 
that can successfully increase the prevalence of these factors among 
student	populations.54 It should be noted, however, that the cor-
relation between grit and the broader trait of conscientiousness is very high,55 which indicates 
that	grit	is	a	subcomponent	of	conscientiousness	or	even	a	direct	measure	of	the	broader	trait.56 

one exAMPle: hoW does belongingness MAtter At the College level?
In	February	2013,	students,	faculty,	and	staff	met	to	discuss	the	issues	of	diversity	and	
inclusion	on	the	Wake	Forest	University	(WFU)	campus.	In	many	of	these	discussions,	
students	expressed	anxiety	about	feeling	welcome	on	campus.	Minority,	low	socio-economic	
status,	non-Greek,	and	first-generation	college	students	in	particular	reported	feeling	out	
of place and cited multiple instances in which their social identities negatively affected the 
way	they	were	treated.57 The feedback from the diversity forum suggested that students 
seem to be operating under what social psychologists describe as belonging uncertainty, 
in which members of socially stigmatized groups feel more uncertain of their social 
bonds	and	become	more	sensitive	to	issues	of	social	belonging.58	Research	at	WFU	has	
demonstrated that the need for social belonging is a fundamental human motivation,59 
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and more recent work points to belongingness as a significant predictor of important 
outcomes,	including	academic	achievement.	Belonging	uncertainty	is	harmful	in	a	variety	
ways,	from	academic	outcomes	to	health	outcomes.	We	think	that	WFU	must	consider	
how	to	improve	students’	sense	of	belonging	so	that	they	can	be	healthier,	happier,	and	
more	successful	in	their	academic	pursuits.	We	further	believe	that	scientifically	testing	
and deploying a social belongingness intervention provides one very promising avenue 
for	addressing	the	challenges	faced	by	WFU	in	promoting	diversity	and	inclusiveness	
among	the	student	body.

“PeoPle like Me do not belong here”
When members of underrepresented groups arrive at college, they may see many spheres 
of	college	life	in	which	members	of	their	groups	are	under-represented.60 Such students 
may also feel that people from their groups receive lower grades,61 fit less successfully into 
the campus culture,62	and	experience	various	forms	of	prejudice.63 They may also feel cut-off 
from the insider benefits enjoyed by members of the dominant student culture64 and believe 
that downplaying their group membership is the only way they can succeed in such an 
environment.65	All	these	factors	can	lead	to	belongingness	uncertainty	that	results	in	a	
broad-based	belief	that	“people	like	me	do	not	belong	here.”66 
Among	other	factors	(such	as	questioning	the	motives	of	how	other	people	treat	them	

and stress caused by worries about fitting in) such students are more susceptible to social 
identity threat and stereotype threat that occur when operating in a social context with 
some	measure	of	anxiety	about	confirming	a	negative	stereotype	about	one’s	social	group.	
Experiencing stereotype threat can disable individuals in a variety of ways and inhibit 
performance on a wide range of tasks, including academic assessments,67 ability to pay 
attention,68 learning,69	and	even	athletics.70	Often,	high	achievers	who	most	value	high	
performance in a given domain are most vulnerable to threat and are therefore the most likely 
to	perform	at	levels	well	below	their	ability.71	Consistent	exposure	to	stereotype	threat	
can cause individuals to devalue or opt out of particular tasks or areas of study, and it is 
thought to be one component of the way that achievement and attainment gaps between 
minority	and	white	students	and	between	men	and	women	are	perpetuated.72

WhAt Would A ProPosed Well-being intervention look like?  
buttressing soCiAl belonging AMong first yeAr students

Social psychologists have proposed and tested a variety of interventions geared towards 
improving	academic	performance	in	lab	and	small-scale	field	settings.	The	interventions	
come in two forms: they attempt to establish more inclusive social environments or they 
seek	to	inoculate	individuals	against	threat.	One	intervention	from	the	second	group	
appears particularly promising and has the potential to positively improve social belonging 
among	many	groups	of	students.	Building	off	prior	experimental	work,73 Walton and 
Cohen74 reported on a study in which they examined the transient nature of belonging 
anxiety	in	the	face	of	welcoming	teachers	and	peers.	The	intervention	interrupted	the	
attributions	that	African-American	students	made	about	their	levels	of	belongingness	
and	lead	to	dramatic	improvements	in	academic	achievement,	health,	and	well-being.	
One	possible	response	to	these	impressive	findings	would	be	to	immediately	deploy	such	

an	intervention	among	the	student	body.	However,	we	believe	it	is	crucial	to	spend	time	
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developing and tailoring an intervention for target students, to first evaluate the intervention 
experimentally, and pending preliminary results of the evaluation, to implement the strategy 
more	broadly	in	subsequent	years.	

ConClusion: A note on the resPonsible use of Well-being MeAsures

We	wish	to	close	with	a	note	of	caution.	Measures	like	the	ones	we	discuss	and	similar	
indices	used	to	measure	well-being	with	self-report	should	be	utilized	carefully.	Generally,	
they should not be used in any kind of high stakes setting, even when an underlying 
construct	is	validated	and	firmly	grounded	in	a	rich	body	of	preexisting	research.	In	other	
words, there should not be formal consequences or incentives associated with the use of 
these self-reported constructs at an institution of higher education because these will at best 
inflate	social	desirability	bias	in	responses	and	at	worst	incentivize	gaming.75	Although	we	
believe measuring well-being can be powerful in a context in which institutional rankings 
proliferate and measurement of all important outcomes is expected, cross-institutional 
comparisons	using	self-reported	measures	would	be	similarly	unwise.	Social	context	can	
introduce anchoring or reference biases into the measurement of a particular construct, 
such	as	conscientiousness	or	directly	relevant	to	our	project	here,	grit.	Investigators	
recently found that objective measures of student effort and performance in school were 
inversely related to self-reported measures of self-control, conscientiousness, and grit 
among	students	attending	No	Excuses	charter	schools.	This	finding	suggests	that	school	
climate	heavily	influenced	students’	assessments	of	their	own	characters.76

Nonetheless, the measurement of well-being is important for facilitating personal and 
institutional assessments, identifying relative weaknesses, and providing some additional 
empirical	grounding	for	discussions	about	the	goals	and	purposes	of	higher	education.	
However, it is important to take the time to build good measures, validate them in the 
contexts in which they are to be deployed, use them in tandem with other assessments, 
and	treat	the	indices	that	emerge	from	this	careful	work	as	flashlights,	not	hammers.

notes

1.	 Jon	Cowan	and	Jim	Kessler,	“How	to	Hold	Colleges	Accountable,”	The New York Times,	February	19,	2015,	
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/19/opinion/how-to-hold-colleges-accountable.html.

2.	 Ryan	Craig,	College Disrupted: The Great Unbundling of Higher Education	(London:	Macmillan,	2015).
3.	 Michael	K.	McLendon,	James	C.	Hearn,	and	Russ	Deaton,	“Called	to	Account:	Analyzing	the	Origins	and	
Spread	of	State	Performance-Accountability	Policies	for	Higher	Education.”	Educational Evaluation and 
Policy Analysis	28,	no.	1	(2006):	1–24.

4.	 P.T.M.	Marope,	P.J.	Wells,	and	E.	Hazelkorn,	eds.,	Rankings and Accountability in Higher Education:  
Uses and Misuses	(Paris,	United	Nations	Educational,	Scientific	and	Cultural	Organization,	2013),	 
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0022/002207/220789e.pdf.	

5.	 U.	S.	Department	of	Education,	“College	Scorecard	Data,”	accessed	March	6,	2015,	 
https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/data/documentation/.

6.	 Association	of	American	Colleges	and	Universities,	College Learning for the New Global Century:  
A Report from the National Leadership Council for Liberal Education & America’s Promise	(Washington,	DC:	
Association	of	American	Colleges	and	Universities,	2007).

7.	 Eranda	Jayawickreme,	Marie	J.C.	Forgeard,	and	Martin	E.P.	Seligman,	“The	Engine	of	Well-Being,”	 
Review of General Psychology	16,	no.	4	(2012):	327.

8.	 Deborah	D.	Danner,	David	A.	Snowdon,	and	Wallace	V.	Friesen,	“Positive	Emotions	in	Early	Life	and	
Longevity:	Findings	from	the	Nun	Study,”	Journal of Personality and Social Psychology	80,	no.	5	(2001):	
804.

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/19/opinion/how-to-hold-colleges-accountable.html
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0022/002207/220789e.pdf
https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/data/documentation/
https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/data/documentation/


132 Well-Being and Higher Education

9.	 Sonja	Lyubomirsky,	Laura	King,	and	Ed	Diener,	“The	Benefits	of	Frequent	Positive	Affect:	Does	Happiness	
Lead	to	Success?”	Psychological Bulletin	131,	no.	6	(2005):	803.

10.	Ed	Diener	and	William	Tov,	“Subjective	Well-Being	and	Peace,”	Journal of Social Issues	63,	no.	2	(2007):	
421–40.

11.	Daniel	J.	Ozer	and	Veronica	Benet-Martinez,	“Personality	and	the	Prediction	of	Consequential	Outcomes,”	
Annual Review of Psychology, 57	(2006):	401–421;	Kristina	M.	DeNeve	and	Harris	Cooper,	“The	Happy	
Personality:	A	Meta-analysis	of	137	Personality	Traits	and	Subjective	Well-Being,”	Psychological Bulletin, 
124 (1998): 197–229;	Piers	Steel,	Joseph	Schmidt,	and	Jonas	Shultz,	“Refining	the	Relationship	between	
Personality	and	Subjective	Well-Being,”	Psychological Bulletin	134,	no.	1	(2008):	138.

12.	Steel	et	al.,	“Refining	the	Relationship,”138.
13.	Ed	Diener	and	Richard	E.	Lucas,	“Personality	and	Subjective	Well-Being,”	in	Well-Being: The Foundations 

of Hedonic Psychology,	eds.,	Daniel	Kahneman,	Ed	Diener,	and	Norbert	Schwarz	(New	York:	Russell	Sage,	1999),	
213–229.

14.	Bruce	Headey	and	Alexander	Wearing,	“Personality,	Life	Events,	and	Subjective	Well-being:	Toward	a	
Dynamic	Equilibrium	Model,”	Journal of Personality and Social Psychology	57,	no.	4	(1989):	731.

15.	Ibid.
16.	David	Lykken	and	Auke	Tellegen,	“Happiness	is	a	Stochastic	Phenomenon,”	Psychological Science	7,	no.	3	
(1996):	186–9.

17.	Ragnhild	B.	Nes	et	al.,	“Subjective	Well-Being:	Genetic	and	Environmental	Contributions	to	Stability	and	
Change,”	Psychological Medicine	36,	no.	07	(2006):	1033–42.

18.	Frank	Fujita	and	Ed	Diener,	“Life	Satisfaction	Set	Point:	Stability	and	Change,”	Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology	88,	no.	1	(2005):	158.

19.	Richard	E.	Lucas	et	al.,	“Reexamining	Adaptation	and	the	Set	Point	Model	of	Happiness:	Reactions	to	
Changes	in	Marital	Status,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 84,	no.	3	(2003):	527.

20.	Richard	E.	Lucas	et	al.,	“Unemployment	Alters	the	Set	Point	for	Life	Satisfaction,”	Psychological Science 15, 
no.	1	(2004):	8–13.

21.	Ed	Diener,	Richard	E.	Lucas,	and	Christie	Napa	Scollon,	“Beyond	the	Hedonic	Treadmill:	Revising	the	
Adaptation	Theory	of	Well-Being,”	American Psychologist 61,	no.	4	(2006):	305.

22.	Ed	Diener	and	Carol	Diener,	“Most	People	Are	Happy,”	Psychological Science 7,	no.	3	(1996):	181–185.
23.	Eranda	Jayawickreme,	Marie	J.C.	Forgeard,	and	Martin	E.P.	Seligman,	“The	Engine	of	Well-Being,”	 

Review of General Psychology	16,	no.	4	(2012):	327.
24.	Richard	E.	Lucas	et	al.,	“Reexamining	Adaptation	and	the	Set	Point	Model	of	Happiness:	Reactions	to	
Changes	in	Marital	Status,”	Journal of Personality and Social Psychology	84,	no.	3	(2003):	527.	Christie	
Napa	Scollon	and	Ed	Diener,	“Love,	Work,	and	Changes	In	Extraversion	and	Neuroticism	Over	Time,”	
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology	91,	no.	6	(2006):	1152.

25.	Richard	E.	Lucas	et	al.,	“Reexamining	Adaptation	and	the	Set	Point	Model	of	Happiness:	Reactions	to	
Changes	in	Marital	Status,”	Journal of Personality And Social Psychology	84,	no.	3	(2003):	527.	

26.	Sonja	Lyubomirsky,	Laura	King,	and	Ed	Diener,	“The	Benefits	of	Frequent	Positive	Affect:	Does	Happiness	
Lead	to	Success?”	Psychological Bulletin	131,	no.	6	(2005):	803.

27.	Martin	E.P.	Seligman	et	al.,	“Positive	Psychology	Progress:	Empirical	Validation	of	Interventions,”	 
American Psychologist	60,	no.	5	(2005):	410.

28.	Ed	Diener,	“Subjective	Well-Being:	The	Science	of	Happiness	and	a	Proposal	for	a	National	Index,”  
American Psychologist	55,	no.	1	(2000):	34–43.	

29.	Ed	Diener	and	Eunkook	Suh,	“Measuring	Quality	of	Life:	Economic,	Social,	and	Subjective	Indicators,”	
Social Indicators Research	40,	no.	1–2	(1997):	189–216;	Ed	Diener	and	Martin	E.P.	Seligman,	“Beyond	
Money	Toward	an	Economy	of	Well-Being,”	Psychological Science In The Public Interest	5,	no.	1	(2004):	1–31;	
Ed	Diener,	“Guidelines	for	National	Indicators	of	Subjective	Well-Being	and	Ill-Being,”	Applied Research in 
Quality of Life	1,	no.	2	(2006):	151–157;	Andrew	J.	Oswald	and	Stephen	Wu,	“Objective	Confirmation	of	
Subjective	Measures	of	Human	Well-Being:	Evidence	from	the	USA,”	Science	327,	no.	5965	(2010):	576–9.

30.	Richard	A.	Easterlin,	“Does	Economic	Growth	Improve	the	Human	Lot?	Some	Empirical	Evidence,”	 
Nations and Households in Economic Growth	89	(1974):	89–125.

31.	Martin	E.P.	Seligman	et	al.,	“Positive	Education:	Positive	Psychology	and	Classroom	Interventions,”	 
Oxford Review of Education	35,	no.	3	(2009):	293–311.

32.	Eranda	Jayawickreme	and	Sara	E.	Dahill-Brown,	“Developing	Well-Being	and	Capabilities	as	a	Goal	 
of	Higher	Education:	A	Thought-Piece	on	Educating	the	Whole	Student,	in	Handbook of Eudaimonic 
Wellbeing, ed., Joar	Vittersø	(Dordrecht:	Springer,	2016).

33.	Martha	Nussbaum,	“Women’s	Capabilities	and	Social	Justice,”	Journal of Human Development	1,	no.	2	
(2000):	219–247.



What	Constitutes	Indices	of	Well-Being	Among	College	Students?	 133

34.	Ed	Diener	et	al.,	Well-Being for Public Policy	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2009).
35.	Diener	et	al.,	Public Policy.	
36.	Peggy	Swarbrick,	“Defining	Wellness,”	Words of Wellness 3,	no.	7	(2010):	http://www.scattergoodfoundation.org/
sites/default/files/innovation-submissions/Words%20of%20Wellness-Handout.pdf;	Eranda	Jayawickreme,	
Marie	J.C.	Forgeard,	and	Martin	E.P.	Seligman,	“The	Engine	of	Well-Being,”	Review of General Psychology 
16,	no.	4	(2012):	327.

37.	Diener	and	Lucas,	“Personality	and	Subjective	Well-Being,”	213.
38.	Diener,	“Guidelines	for	National	Indicators.”	
39.	Richard	M.	Ryan	and	Edward	L.	Deci,	“On	Happiness	and	Human	Potentials:	A	Review	of	Research	on	
Hedonic	and	Eudaimonic	Well-Being,”	Annual Review of Psychology	52,	no.	1	(2001):	141–166.	

40.	Sheryl	Zika	and	Kerry	Chamberlain,	“On	the	Relation	between	Meaning	in	Life	and	Psychological	Well-Being,”	
British Journal Of Psychology	83,	no.	1	(1992):	133–145.

41.	Edwin	A.	Locke	and	Gary	P.	Latham,	“Building	a	Practically	Useful	Theory	of	Goal	Setting	and	 
Task	Motivation:	A	35–Year	Odyssey,”	American Psychologist	57,	no.	9	(2002):	705;	Martin	E.	P.	Seligman,	
Authentic Happiness: Using the New Positive Psychology to Realize Your Potential for Lasting Fulfillment  
(Delran,	NJ:	Simon	and	Schuster,	2004).

42.	Laura	A.	King	et	al.,	“Positive	Affect	and	the	Experience	of	Meaning	in	Life,” Journal of Personality and  
Social Psychology 90,	no.	1	(2006):	179.

43.	Carol	D.	Ryff	and	Corey	L.	M.	Keyes,	“The	structure	of	Psychological	Well-Being	Revisited,” Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology 69,	no.	4	(1995):	719.

44.	Carol	D.	Ryff,	“Happiness	is	Everything,	Or	Is	It?	Explorations	on	the	Meaning	of	Psychological	Well-Being,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 57,	no.	6	(1989):	1069.

45.	Anne	Colby	and	William	Damon,	Some Do Care	(Delran,	NJ:	Simon	and	Schuster,	2010).
46.	Roy	F.	Baumeister,	Meanings of Life (New	York:	Guilford	Press,	1991).
47.	Richard	M.	Ryan	and	Edward	L.	Deci,	“Self-Determination	Theory	and	the	Facilitation	of	Intrinsic	Motivation,	
Social	Development,	and	Well-Being,”	American Psychologist	55,	no.	1	(2000):	68.

48.	Abraham	H.	Maslow,	Motivation and Personality	(New	York:	Harper,	1954);	Abraham	H.	Maslow,	The Farther 
Reaches of Human Nature	(New	York:	Viking,	1971).

49.	Mahmoud	A.	Wahbah	and	Lawrence	G.	Bridwell,	“Maslow	Reconsidered:	A	Review	of	Research	on	the	
Need	Hierarchy	Theory,”	Organizational Behavior and Human Performance 15	(1976):	212–240.	

50.	Sam	McFarland,	Derek	Brown,	and	Matthew	Webb,	“Identification	with	All	Humanity	as	A	Moral	Concept	
and	Psychological	Construct,”	Current Directions in Psychological Science	22,	no.	3	(2013):	194–198.

51.	Mathilde	Almlund	et	al.,	Personality Psychology and Economics, 2011, http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~duckwort/
images/publications/AlmlundDuckworthHeckmanKautz_2011_PersonalityPsychologyandEconomics.pdf.	

52.	Angela	L.	Duckworth	et	al.,	“Grit:	Perseverance	and	Passion	for	Long-Term	Goals,” Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology 92,	no.	6	(2007):	1087–1101.

53.	Ibid,	1088.
54.	Angela	L.	Duckworth	and	Stephanie	M.	Carlson,	“Self-Regulation	and	School	Success,”	in	Self-Regulation 

and Autonomy: Social and Developmental Dimensions of Human Conduct,	eds.,	Bryan	W.	Sokol,	Frederick	
M.	E.	Grouzet,	and	Ulrich	Müller	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2015).

55.	Angela	L.	Duckworth	and	Patrick	D.	Quinn.	“Development	and	Validation	of	the	Short	Grit	Scale	
(GRIT–S),”	Journal of Personality Assessment	91,	no.	2	(2009):	166–174.

56.	Brent	W.	Roberts	et	al.,	“What	is	Conscientiousness	and	How	Can	it	be	Assessed?”	Developmental Psychology 
50,	no.	5	(2014):	1315.

57.	Wake	Forest	University, Diversity and Inclusion at Wake Forest	(Salem,	NC:	Wake	Forest	University,	2013),	
http://college.wfu.edu/politics/diversityandinclusion.	

58.	Gregory	M.	Walton	and	Geoffrey	L.	Cohen,	“A	Question	of	Belonging:	Race,	Social	Fit,	and	Achievement,”	
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology	92,	no.	1	(2007):	82–96.	doi:10.1037/0022-3514.92.1.82.

59.	Roy	F.	Baumeister	and	Mark	R.	Leary,	“The	Need	to	Belong:	Desire	for	Interpersonal	Attachments	as	a	
Fundamental	Human	Motivation,”	Psychological Bulletin	117,	no.	3	(1995):	497–529.	doi:10.1037/0033-
2909.117.3.497.

60.	Walton	and	Cohen,	“Question	of	Belonging,”	82.	
61.	Claude	M.	Steele,	“A	Threat	In	The	Air:	How	Stereotypes	Shape	Intellectual	Identity	and	Performance,”	

American Psychologist	52,	no.	6	(1997):	613.
62.	Chalsa	M.	Loo	and	Garry	Rolison,	“Alienation	of	Ethnic	Minority	Students	at	a	Predominantly	White	
University,”	Journal of Higher Education	57,	no.	1	(1985):	58–77.

63.	Anthony	G.	Greenwald	and	Mahzarin	R.	Banaji,	“Implicit	Social	Cognition:	Attitudes,	Self-Esteem,	and	
Stereotypes,”	Psychological Review	102,	no.	1	(1995):	4.

http://www.scattergoodfoundation.org/sites/default/files/innovation-submissions/Words%20of%20Wellness-Handout.pdf
http://www.scattergoodfoundation.org/sites/default/files/innovation-submissions/Words%20of%20Wellness-Handout.pdf
http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~duckwort/images/publications/AlmlundDuckworthHeckmanKautz_2011_PersonalityPsychologyandEconomics.pdf
http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~duckwort/images/publications/AlmlundDuckworthHeckmanKautz_2011_PersonalityPsychologyandEconomics.pdf
http://college.wfu.edu/politics/diversityandinclusion


134 Well-Being and Higher Education

64.	Leonard	Steinhorn	and	Barbara	Diggs-Brown,	By the Color of Our Skin: The Illusion of Integration and the 
Reality of Race	(New	York:	Dutton,	1999).

65.	Emily	Pronin,	Claude	M.	Steele,	and	Lee	Ross,	“Identity	Bifurcation	in	Response	to	Stereotype	Threat:	
Women	and	Mathematics,”	Journal of Experimental Social Psychology	40,	no.	2	(2004):	152–168.

66.	Walton	and	Cohen,	“Question	of	Belonging,”	83.	
67.	Claude	M.	Steele	and	Joshua	Aronson,	“Stereotype	Threat	and	the	Intellectual	Test	Performance	of	African	
Americans,”	Journal of Personality and Social Psychology	69,	no.	5	(1995):	797–811.	doi:10.1037/0022–
3514.69.5.797.

68.	Michael	Johns,	Michael	Inzlicht,	and	Toni	Schmader,	“Stereotype	Threat	and	Executive	Resource	Depletion:	
Examining	the	Influence	Of	Emotion	Regulation,”	Journal of Experimental Psychology	137,	no.	4	(2008):	691.

69.	Valerie	Jones	Taylor	and	Gregory	M.	Walton,	“Stereotype	Threat	Undermines	Academic	Learning,”	 
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin	37,	no.	8	(2011):	1055–67.

70.	Jeff	Stone,	“Battling	Doubt	by	Avoiding	Practice:	The	Effects	of	Stereotype	Threat	on	Self-Handicapping	
in	White	Athletes,”	Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin	28,	no.	12	(2002):	1667–8.	

71.	Jessi	L.	Smith,	Carol	Sansone,	and	Paul	H.	White,	“The	Stereotyped	Task	Engagement	Process:	The	Role	
of	Interest	and	Achievement	Motivation,”	Journal of Educational Psychology	99,	no.	1	(2007):	99.

72.	Brenda	Major	et	al.,	“Coping	with	Negative	Stereotypes	about	Intellectual	Performance:	The	Role	of	Psycho-
logical	Disengagement,”	Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin	24,	no.	1	(1998):	34–50.	A	growing	body	
of work exists to demonstrate these various harms and document the evolution of the social psychological 
literature.	Two	recent	books	offer	reviews	of	the	research:	Michael	Inzlicht	and	Toni	Schmader,	eds.,	 
Stereotype Threat: Theory, Process, and Application	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2011)	and	Claude	
Steele, Whistling Vivaldi: How Stereotypes Affect Us and What We Can Do	(New	York:	W.	W.	Norton	&	
Company,	2011).

73.	Walton	and	Cohen,	“Question	of	Belonging,”	and	Geoffrey	L.	Cohen	et	al.,	“Reducing	the	Racial	
Achievement	Gap:	A	Social-Psychological	Intervention”	Science	313,	no.	5791	(2006):	1307–10.	
doi:10.1126/science.1128317.

74.	Gregory	M.	Walton	and	Geoffrey	L.	Cohen,	“A	Brief	Social-Belonging	Intervention	Improves	Academic	and	
Health	Outcomes	of	Minority	Students,”	Science	331,	no.	6023	(2011):	1447–51.	doi:10.1126/science.1198364.

75.	Robert	M.	Gonyea,	“Self-Reported	Data	in	Institutional	Research:	Review	and	Recommendations,”	 
New Directions for Institutional Research	2005,	no.	127	(2005):	73–89.

76.	Martin	R.	West,	The Limitations of Self-Report Measures of Non-Cognitive Skills	(Washington,	DC:	Brookings	
Institution, 2014), http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2014/12/18-chalkboard-non-cognitive-west.

http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2014/12/18-chalkboard-non-cognitive-west


Thriving:	Expanding	the	Goal	of	Higher	Education	 135

14
Essay

Thriving: Expanding the Goal  
of Higher Education

Laurie Schreiner

in the Midst of federAl And stAte environMents in	the	United	States	that	are	
focused almost exclusively on degree completion and gainful employment as the primary 
indicators of college student success, calls to expand the focus of the goals of higher education 
to	include	student	well-being	may	seem	a	luxury.	Yet	after	more	than	three	decades	of	
considerable attention to institutional retention and graduation rates, with billions of 
dollars	invested	in	programming	and	services	to	support	students’	timely	degree	completion,	
these	success	rates	have	changed	little.1 
Among	full-time	students	who	enter	four-year	colleges	or	universities	for	the	first	time,	

less	than	60%	graduate	within	six	years,2 a statistic that has remained relatively stable for 
more	than	thirty	years.	Of	greater	concern,	however,	is	the	lack	of	progress	indicated	in	
the pervasive achievement gap that characterizes the difference in the persistence rates of 
historically	underrepresented	students	compared	to	their	White	and	Asian	counterparts.	
While	more	than	70%	of	Asian	and	62.5%	of	White	students	on	four-year	campuses	
graduate	within	six	years,	fewer	than	52%	of	Hispanic	and	about	40%	of	Black	and	Native	
American	students	do	so.3	The	income	gap	is	even	more	stark:	81%	of	academically	qualified,	
high-income	students	complete	bachelor’s	degrees	within	eight	years,	while	only	36%	of	
equally	qualified	students	from	low-income	families	do	so.4 
Given	the	demographic	projections	in	the	United	States,	most	of	the	growth	in	new	

students enrolling in four-year colleges and universities is likely to emerge from populations 
that	have	been	historically	underserved	by	higher	education.5 Within this landscape, the 
traditional predictive equations for student success might lead educators to conclude 
that	there	is	little	hope	for	improving	students’	odds	of	success	since	these	equations	have	
tended to emphasize race/ethnicity, household income, generation status, and academic 
preparation	as	the	most	powerful	predictors	of	graduation	from	college.6 Even some of 
the	variables	added	to	the	persistence	equations	in	the	last	decade,	such	as	“academic	
discipline,”7	“grit,”8	or	“non-cognitive	factors”9 offer scant hope for improving student 
success odds, as they are grounded in personality characteristics that are not particularly 
amenable	to	change.	Thus,	we	would	be	wise	to	expand	the	definition	of	student	success	
to include more malleable aspects of student functioning, elements that can be changed 
with intervention and that clearly provide the foundation for not only a good education, 
but	a	good	life.

In this essay I focus on the construct of thriving as a potential way to expand the 
goals	of	higher	education	to	include	student	well-being.	Representing	the	application	of	
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positive psychology principles to the historic higher education goals of intellectual and 
character	development,	thriving	is	defined	as	being	“fully	engaged	intellectually,	socially,	
and	emotionally	in	the	college	experience.”10 Thriving students are engaged in deep 
learning and are energized by the learning process, monitor their learning so that effort 
is applied wisely and strategically to meaningful goals, value multiple perspectives and 
are appreciative of differences in others, are involved in positive relationships, view their 
present and future through a lens of realistic optimism, and are committed to enriching 
their	communities.11 Each of these qualities has been demonstrated empirically to be 
amenable to intervention and to be connected to other student success outcomes,  
such	as	learning	gains	and	degree	completion.12 

exPAnding the goAls of higher eduCAtion

Higher	education	in	the	United	States	began	with	only	one	goal:	“to	discipline	the	mind	
and	build	the	character.”13	By	the	1970s,	most	institutions	had	shifted	from	this	one	aim	
to multiple objectives, including research, vocational preparation, a foundation in the 
liberal	arts,	service	to	the	community,	and	regional	economic	development.14	At	the	same	
time, higher education was becoming increasingly market-driven and consumer-oriented, 
and by the beginning of the 21st century, a college education was perceived as a commodity 
that	was	one’s	“ticket	of	admission	to	a	good	job	and	a	middle-class	lifestyle.”15 
Our	current	landscape	is	what	I	have	described	elsewhere	as	a	“perfect	storm.”16 The 

most diverse group of students enters higher education from schools that have ill-prepared 
them for college at the same time that postsecondary institutions have shifted their focus 
to	credentialism	and	financial	sustainability.	The	promise	of	higher	education,	to	empower	
students and broaden their capacity to engage the world as global citizens and whole 
persons,17 has narrowed to the point that it is now perceived as simply a steppingstone 
to	a	better	job.	A	return	to	our	historic	goal	of	preparing	students	for	productive	and	
meaningful	lives	of	engagement—in	the	context	of	a	globally	interconnected	and	rapidly	
changing	world—could	enable	higher	education	to	once	again	fulfill	its	promise	to	a	
new	generation	in	need.

thriving in College: defining student suCCess holistiCAlly

Defining	student	success	primarily	in	terms	of	degree	completion	results	in	many	missed	
opportunities that could actually enable a greater percentage of students to successfully 
complete college and to make the most of their postsecondary experiences as preparation 
for	meaningful	and	fulfilling	lives.	Although	expanded	definitions	of	student	success	as	
learning and personal development have surfaced in the last decade,18 much of the focus 
has been on behaviors that lead to learning outcomes or on personality characteristics that 
change	little	during	the	college	years.	What	is	needed	is	a	definition	of	student	success	that	
is holistic in nature and encompasses academic, interpersonal, and psychological dimensions 
of	a	student’s	experience	and	also	focuses	on	what	is	malleable,	so	that	carefully	crafted	
interventions can enable a greater percentage of students to reach their full potential and 
make	the	most	of	their	college	experiences.
Derived	from	existing	constructs	in	positive	psychology	that	have	been	empirically	

connected to psychological well-being and to traditional student success outcomes such as 
grades, learning gains, and persistence to graduation, thriving is a holistic view of student 
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success	that	expands	the	goals	of	higher	education	to	include	the	student’s	current	and	
future	well-being	and	potential	for	being	a	contributing	member	of	the	community.19 
In contrast to merely surviving college, thriving implies deriving optimal benefits from 
the	college	experience	and	fulfilling	one’s	potential.	Thriving	students	are	vitally	engaged	in	
the	college	experience—not	only	academically,	but	also	interpersonally	and	psychologically—
in	anticipation	of	full	engagement	in	meaningful	and	productive	lives.

The conceptual framework that grounds the research on 
thriving	consists	of	Keyes’20	construct	of	flourishing,	Seligman’s21 
well-being	theory,	and	Bean’s	and	Eaton’s22 psychological model 
of	student	persistence.	Bean	and	Eaton	postulated	that	students	
enter college with psychological attributes shaped by their previous 
experiences,	abilities,	and	self-assessments.	As	students	interact	
with individuals at the institution, these psychological attributes 
affect how they interact as well as how they process the interaction 
itself.	Each	interaction	then	shapes	their	ongoing	self-assessment	
and	perceptions	of	whether	the	institution	is	a	good	fit	for	them.	
If the interactions are positive, they result in a greater sense of 
self-efficacy, an internal locus of control, proactive coping skills, 
and	reduced	stress	levels.	Combined,	these	positive	effects	then	
increase	the	student’s	academic	motivation	and	“lead	to	academic	and	social	integration,	
institutional	fit	and	loyalty,	intent	to	persist,	and	.	.	.	persistence	itself.”23 
An	examination	of	the	psychological	processes	outlined	by	Bean	and	Eaton	indicates	

a	theoretical	connection	to	the	construct	of	flourishing	that	has	been	well-researched	in	
positive	psychology.24	Keyes	defined	flourishing	as	emotional	vitality	and	positive	func-
tioning that manifest through positive relationships, rising to meet personal challenges, 
and	engagement	with	the	world.25	The	state	of	flourishing	reflects	a	productive	life	lived	
with	high	levels	of	emotional	well-being.26	Seligman	adds	that	flourishing	incorporates	not	
only engagement and accomplishment in the context of healthy emotions and relationships, 
but	also	a	sense	of	meaning	and	purpose	in	life.27	Although	little	research	on	flourishing	
has	been	conducted	within	higher	education,	one	notable	exception	is	Ambler’s	study	of	
the	contribution	of	student	engagement	to	levels	of	flourishing	in	the	college	population.	
She highlighted the importance of a supportive campus environment as the largest contributor 
to	student	well-being.28 
Combining	the	psychological	well-being	implicit	in	the	concept	of	flourishing	with	

Bean’s	and	Eaton’s	model	of	student	retention,	thriving	is	conceptualized	as	optimal	
functioning	in	five	domains:	Engaged	Learning,	Academic	Determination,	Social	
Connectedness,	Diverse	Citizenship,	and	Positive	Perspective.	Each	of	these	domains	
contains	malleable	characteristics	that	can	be	cultivated	within	college	students.	In	research	
with more than 30,000 students at more than 150 four-year colleges and universities29 
and in smaller studies with community college students, adult returning learners, and 
graduate students,30 thriving has been established as a reliable and valid construct that 
mediates the relationship between student characteristics upon entry, campus experiences, 
and	outcomes,	such	as	college	grades,	learning	gains,	and	intent	to	graduate.31 In confirmatory 
factor analyses, researchers repeatedly demonstrated the strong fit of the thriving construct 
to national samples of students as well as the internal consistency (α	=	.89)	of	the	instrument	
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designed	to	measure	thriving.32 The instrument and each domain of thriving will be 
described below, and research findings on the campus experiences that are connected to 
higher	levels	of	student	thriving	will	be	presented.

the thriving quotient

Using	a	construct	validation	approach,	researchers	Nunnally	and	Bernstein	were	able	to	
inductively	and	deductively	generate	hypothetical	scales.33 The inductive approach to 
item generation was used in focus groups and interviews with students in five, moderately 
selective,	liberal	arts	colleges	and	research	universities.	The	deductive	approach	to	item	
generation was based on the conceptual model in which malleable, psychosocial factors 
were	connected	empirically	to	student	success	outcomes.
Using	this	construct	validation	developed	by	Nunnally	and	Bernstein	as	a	basis,	we	

began our research to develop a reliable and valid instrument to measure thriving in 2007, 
initially interviewed college students who had been identified by their faculty and peers 
as	thriving,	without	providing	an	operational	definition	of	that	term.34	A	clear	pattern	
emerged as we asked these students to describe their college experiences in depth and to 
define what they thought the word thriving	meant	and	how	it	manifested	in	their	lives.	
These students consistently reported that thriving encompassed academic engagement, 
self-regulation,	awareness	of	one’s	strengths,	connection	to	other	people	and	to	“giving	back,”	
and	ability	to	reframe	negative	experiences	as	learning	opportunities.	Most	talked	about	a	
sense of meaning and purpose or calling, and many referred to a spiritual foundation that 
enabled	them	to	view	their	experiences	through	a	broader	lens.	
From	this	inductive	beginning,	we	then	incorporated	a	deductive	approach	and	searched	

the existing literature for theories of well-being and student success that had established 
empirical	connections	between	malleable	personal	qualities	and	various	educational	outcomes.	
This comprehensive search yielded 198 items that then were pilot tested with 2,474 
undergraduates	at	13	four-year	institutions.	Each	item	was	expressed	as	a	statement	to	
which the student responded using a 6-point Likert scale with 1 = strongly disagree and 6 
= strongly agree. The items were hypothesized to cluster on the academic, psychological, 
and social dimensions of college student thriving and incorporated the concepts of 
engaged learning,35 citizenship,36 openness to diversity,37 mindset, psychological well-being,38 
academic self-efficacy,39 perceived academic control,40 meaning in life,41 mindfulness,42 
sense of belonging,43 hope,44 optimism,45 resiliency,46 subjective well-being,47 spirituality,48 
and	self-regulated	learning.49 

Items were eliminated from the pilot version of the instrument based on the following: 
factor loadings from an exploratory factor analysis, estimates of internal consistency reliability 
as	indicated	by	Cronbach’s	alpha,	item-total	correlations,	examination	of	variability,	and	
examination of the partial correlations of each item with student success outcomes such 
as	intent	to	persist,	GPA,	self-reported	learning	gains,	institutional	fit,	and	satisfaction.	
We eliminated any items that did not contribute uniquely to the variation in at least one 
student success outcome after we controlled for such student demographic characteristics 
as gender, ethnicity, generation status, choice of institution at enrollment, and high 
school	grades.

The above process resulted in the elimination of 128 items; the remaining 70 items 
loaded	on	five	factors	in	the	exploratory	factor	analysis	and	had	a	coefficient	alpha	of	=	.86.	
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The	five	factors	were	labeled	Engaged	Learning,	Academic	Determination,	Positive	Perspective,	
Social	Connectedness,	and	Diverse	Citizenship.	We	then	conducted	focus	groups	with	
students on five liberal arts and research university campuses; these students completed 
the 70-item instrument and provided significant input on the ease of understanding the 
wording	of	the	items.	After	revising	the	items	accordingly,	the	second	version	of	the	
instrument was administered to 6,617 undergraduate students at 27 four-year public and 
private	colleges	and	universities	across	the	United	States.	
A	confirmatory	factor	analysis	(CFA)	was	conducted	to	determine	the	degree	to	which	

the	five	factors	identified	through	exploratory	factor	analysis	fit	the	new	sample.	Based	
on an examination of the fit indices most appropriate for use with large sample sizes, 
the	results	of	the	CFA	indicated	that	the	best-fitting	model	was	a	five-factor	model	with	
a	second-order	factor	that	reflected	the	latent	construct	of	thriving.	

the five doMAins of thriving

Through this lengthy process of construct validation, the five latent variables that con-
sistently comprised the higher-order construct of thriving across all samples of college 
students, regardless of institutional type, emerged as reliable and valid indicators of  
student	holistic	well-being.	

Engaged Learning
Thriving students are energized by the learning process; they connect their current learning 
with previous knowledge and future goals so that they engage in deep learning that lasts 
beyond	the	final	exam.50	Congruent	with	the	component	of	engagement	in	Seligman’s	well-
being theory,51 the Engaged Learning domain indicates an absorption and interest in 
learning,	an	intellectual	vitality	that	undergirds	lifelong	learning.

Academic Determination
Aligned	with	the	component	of	accomplishment in	Seligman’s	well-being	theory,52 the  
Academic	Determination	domain	comprises	investment	and	regulation	of	one’s	effort,	time,	
resources,	and	strengths	toward	achieving	meaningful	educational	goals.53 Thriving  
students know that effort is required for success; they also know how to apply their 
strengths	to	academic	challenges.54

Social Connectedness
Thriving in college is rarely a solitary pursuit; thus, positive relationships are an integral 
component	of	thriving.55	Based	on	the	construct	of	positive relations established by  
Ryff	and	Keyes,56	the	Social	Connectedness	scale	represents	the	degree	to	which	students	are	
involved	in	healthy	interactions	with	others	they	perceive	as	supportive.

Diverse Citizenship
Combining	openness	to	diverse	perspectives57	with	a	desire	to	make	a	difference	in	one’s	
community,58	the	Diverse	Citizenship	domain	represents	the	student’s	engagement	with	
the	world.	Consistent	with	the	civic	engagement	goals	that	have	historically	characterized	
higher	education	in	the	United	States,	thriving	students	“give	back”	to	those	around	
them	and	recognize	that	diversity	enriches	their	lives.
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Positive Perspective
Representing the lens through which students view the world, the Positive Perspective 
domain represents levels of realistic optimism59 and is congruent with the positive emotion 
component	of	Seligman’s	well-being	theory.60 Students with positive perspectives expect 
good things to happen eventually and take long-term views of events that enable them 
to	feel	confident	about	their	present	and	future	choices.	Thriving	students	perceive	negative	
events as learning opportunities that do not define them; as a result, they tend to be more 
satisfied	with	their	college	experiences.61

PAthWAys to thriving

Investigators	who	study	thriving	indicate	that	it	can	explain	as	much	as	22%	of	the	
unique variance in such student success outcomes, such as college grades, learning gains, 
satisfaction with college, perception of tuition as a worthwhile investment, and intent to 
graduate.62 Therefore, thriving holds potential as a worthy student success outcome in 
and	of	itself.	Consistent	with	a	more	expansive	goal	of	higher	education	to	empower	
students for meaningful, productive, and fulfilling lives of engagement in the world, 
thriving can be used as an indicator of the degree to which the programming and services 
of	universities	are	meeting	this	ultimate	goal.	
In	the	large-scale	research	conducted	to	date	in	the	United	States,	Canada,	and	Australia,	

four primary pathways emerged as the most significant contributors to variation in levels 
of student thriving: (1) campus involvement, including peer interaction; (2) quality and 
frequency of student-faculty interaction; (3) spirituality, including a sense of meaning 
and	purpose;	and	(4)	psychological	sense	of	community	on	campus.63 However, 
researchers indicate that these pathways contribute quite differently to thriving among 

students of color in institutions with predominantly white 
students.64	For	example,	campus	involvement	and	peer	
interaction play different roles in adjustment and success 
depending	on	the	student’s	racial	identification;65 students of 
color experience more incidents of discrimination, less benefits 
from participating in campus organizations, and greater hurdles 
to	involvement.66	Likewise,	Cole	found	that	student-faculty	
interactions are qualitatively different and contribute differently 
to	the	learning	gains	of	students	of	color.67 We confirmed that 
frequent, student-faculty interaction is a pathway to thriving 

that varies by race and ethnicity and that enhances the thriving of white students considerably 
more	than	students	of	color.	However,	we	also	found	that	when	the	quality	of	these	relation-
ships is positive and validates the sense of belonging among students of color, student-faculty 
interaction	is	a	powerful	predictor	of	thriving	regardless	of	race.68

Although	spirituality	is	a	pathway	to	thriving	among	all	students,	its	connection	to	
thriving	among	students	of	color	was	twice	as	strong	as	among	White	students.69	Defined	
as	the	student’s	beliefs	about	the	meaning	and	purpose	of	life	and	reliance	on	those	
beliefs as a coping mechanism and a lens through which to view the world, spirituality 
represents	transcendence	beyond	oneself.	The	largest	effects	of	spirituality	on	thriving	
were	found	among	Asian	and	African	American	students;	spirituality	was	also	a	strong	
pathway	for	students	of	color	to	experience	a	sense	of	community	on	campus.70 

Thriving students perceive 
negative events as learning 
opportunities that do not 
define them; as a result, 
they tend to be more satisfied 
with their college experiences
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A	psychological	sense	of	community	(PSC)	is	comprised	of	feelings	of	belonging,	
mattering,	interdependence,	and	emotional	connections	to	others	in	a	group.71	Applied	
to the campus environment, students with a strong sense of community feel they are part 
of and contribute to a dependable network of people who care about them, are committed 
to	their	well-being,	and	are	able	to	meet	one	another’s	needs.72	Yet	each	component	of	PSC	
varies	by	race	and	ethnicity,	and	the	relative	contribution	of	PSC	to	thriving	varies	by	
race	as	well.73	A	sense	of	community	on	campus	consistently	contributes	the	most	to	the	
variation in the ability of all students to thrive, but what leads students to experience a 
sense	of	community	differs	significantly	across	racial	groups.	For	example,	involvement	
in campus activities was the strongest contributor to a sense of community among Latino 
students,	while	for	African	American	students	it	was	spirituality,	for	Asian	students	it	
was	the	fit	within	their	majors,	and	for	white	students	it	was	interaction	with	faculty.74 
For	all	students	of	color,	however,	perceptions	of	institutional integrity, defined as the mission 
congruence of administrator, faculty, and staff actions, was the strongest predictor of their 
sense	of	community	on	campus	that	ultimately	led	to	thriving.75

iMPliCAtions for PoliCy And PrACtiCe

In an environment in which the academic under preparedness and mental health needs 
of students are outstripping the ability of many campuses to respond in an appropriate 
or timely manner,76 a preventive approach focused on equipping students to thrive has 
the potential to affect their well-being and success while in college and throughout their 
lives.	The	habits	of	mind	implicit	in	thriving	are	malleable	and	are	foundational	to	one’s	
ability	to	flourish	for	a	lifetime.	
Because	thriving	can	be	cultivated	through	intentional	interventions	as	well	as	through	

campus experiences that foster a sense of community, there are implications at the individual 
student	level	and	the	institutional	level.	The	implications	for	individual	student	thriving	
are	(1)	to	identify	students’	strengths	of	competence	and	character	and	teach	them	how	
to further develop those strengths and apply them to potential challenges they face and 
(2)	to	equip	students	with	coping	skills	that	lead	to	resilience	and	well-being.	At	the	
institutional level, the implications of the research on thriving are (1) to strengthen the 
sense	of	community	on	campus	and	(2)	to	create	a	thriving	campus	environment.

equiPPing students to thrive

Expanding the goal of higher education to include thriving as a more holistic view of student 
success that encompasses academic, interpersonal, and psychological well-being will necessitate 
attention	to	the	needs	of	individual	students	and	customization	of	plans	for	success.	
Such attention from advisors, student development educators, and faculty should focus 
on	the	malleable	areas	of	student	need	that	have	the	greatest	likelihood	to	affect	thriving.

Identify Students’ Talents at Entrance and Develop Them Into Strengths of Competence  
and Character that can be Applied to Future Challenges
A	focus	on	strengths	development	is	integral	to	thriving,	as	“people	who	have	the	opportunity	
every	day	to	do	what	they	do	best—to	act	on	their	strengths—are	far	more	likely	to	
flourish.”77 Strengths development begins with the identification of talents or positive 
personal qualities that students bring with them into the college environment that can 
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help them achieve,78	experience	psychological	well-being,	or	develop	character.79	An	
affirmation of those qualities and a validation of the subsequent contribution the student can 
make to the learning environment sends a message to students at entrance that they 
already possess the seeds of success and that educators have faith in their ability to succeed, 
which gives students the confidence needed to transition into unfamiliar environments 
and	to	take	the	risks	that	are	often	necessary	to	fully	engage	in	the	learning	process.80 
Once	these	talents	have	been	identified	and	affirmed,	educators	can	encourage	students	

to develop them into strengths that can be productively applied toward academic, personal, 
or	relational	challenges.	Students’	strengths	can	also	be	perceived	as	pathways	toward	
reaching	their	goals	and	as	clues	to	areas	of	vocation	that	might	be	fulfilling.	Regardless	
of whether the approach emphasizes strengths of competence that produce excellent per-
formance81 or strengths of character that are the building blocks of virtue,82 strengths 
development programs can be deployed within the academic advising relationship,83 
first-year	seminars,	residence	life	programming,	and	peer	mentoring	programs.84 Such 
programs can be effective when students are encouraged to use their strengths more readily, 
as greater use of strengths has been associated with increased levels of well-being over time,85 
or when students are encouraged to apply strengths to specific situations with greater insight 
regarding	the	effect	on	self	and	others.86 

Equip Students with Coping Skills that Lead to Resilience and Well-Being
In	the	midst	of	an	“epidemic	of	anguish”87 on college campuses, some experts have suggested 
that this generation of college students has not developed sufficient resilience to succeed 
in	college	or	in	life.	Whether	overprotected	by	middle	and	upper-class	helicopter	parents	
or under-challenged by low-income primary and secondary schools, too many students 
have not been allowed to experience failure and in the process have not learned how to 
rebound	from	adversity	in	order	to	succeed.88

The	key	to	resilience	lies	in	students’	explanatory	style,	the	way	they	explain	negative	
events	that	occur	in	their	lives.	Thriving	students	have	what	Seligman	calls	an	optimistic	
explanatory style; they perceive negative events as externally caused, changeable, and 
specific	to	the	situation.89 This perspective enables them to adapt and bounce back from 
adversity.	In	contrast,	those	who	attribute	adversity	to	their	own	internal	inadequacies	and	
perceive	such	events	as	stable	and	global	have	a	pessimistic	style	that	leads	to	passivity.	Such	
passivity results in a decreased likelihood of exercising proactive coping skills to address the 
challenge; it also can result in feelings of depression or discouragement that lead to disen-
gagement	from	active	problem	solving.	As	is	often	the	case	when	problems	are	not	addressed	
early	and	effectively,	the	situation	then	only	gets	worse.	Reivich	and	Schatte	maintain	that	
this	pessimistic	thinking	is	the	“number-one	roadblock	to	resilience.”90 
Fortunately,	an	optimistic	explanatory	style	can	be	taught	to	students;	Seligman	and	

colleagues experienced considerable success with grade-school students, first-year college 
students,	and	members	of	the	American	military.91 Teaching students to perceive failures 
as temporary setbacks attributable to controllable causes such as insufficient effort or 
incorrect strategies builds resilience and hope and enables them to approach future events 
with	greater	confidence	that	success	is	possible.	Learning	to	reframe	negative	events	as	
learning	opportunities	is	a	key	skill	that	advisors	can	build.	For	example,	an	advisor	can	
turn a discussion of low grades into an opportunity to teach the student to reframe the 
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situation	and	strategize	for	success	the	next	time.	Students	equipped	with	this	optimistic	
explanatory style are more likely to engage in the learning process, which leads to higher 
levels	of	academic	performance.92 

CreAting A thriving institution

Efforts	at	the	individual	student	level	are	necessary	but	not	sufficient.	A	thriving	individual	
in the midst of a languishing environment will not thrive for long or will not remain in 
that	environment.	Thus,	the	implications	of	thriving	research	for	a	campus-wide	agenda	
are	to	create	the	kind	of	environment	that	will	nourish	students	so	they	thrive.

Strengthen the Sense of Community on Campus
Creating	a	sense	of	community	on	campus	is	the	single	best	way	to	help	all	students	thrive.	
A	psychological	sense	of	community	is	a	basic	human	need	that	encompasses	four	key	
elements:	membership,	ownership,	relationship,	and	partnership.93 The failure to attend 
to this need on university campuses may be one of the reasons for the continuing disparity 
in success rates across racial and income groups since it may be difficult for students to 
address	academic	tasks	and	personal	challenges	when	this	basic	need	remains	unmet.	
As	complex	as	the	solutions	may	be,	creating	a	sense	of	community	on	campus	holds	the	
greatest	promise	for	creating	an	environment	in	which	students	can	thrive.94 

Students who report a strong sense of community on campus feel a sense of belonging to 
a network that challenges and supports them and in which they 
feel valued and can make meaningful contributions; this net-
work	is	composed	of	people	who	can	meet	one	another’s	needs.95 
Students with a strong psychological sense of community perceive 
the institution as committed to their welfare, delivering on its 
promises, with administrators, faculty, and staff who embody 
the	mission	of	the	institution.96 Strengthening this sense of com-
munity on campus thus involves staff, faculty, and administrators 
who are committed to collaborative partnerships and who invite 
students	to	participate	not	only	in	campus	activities,	but	also	in	campus	decisions.	These	
educators will find every opportunity to connect personally to students, connect students 
to	each	other,	and	connect	students	to	the	learning	process.

Create a Thriving Campus Environment
The sense of community on campus is a key indicator of whether an institution is thriving, 
but	it	is	difficult	for	students	to	thrive	if	faculty,	staff,	and	administrators	are	not	thriving.	
A	thriving	campus	is	fertile	ground	for	all	members	to	thrive	because	it	intentionally	cultivates	
the	conditions	that	are	necessary	for	human	flourishing:	positive	emotions,	meaningful	
engagement, positive relationships, opportunities for accomplishment, and a sense of 
meaning	and	purpose.97

Commitment	characterizes	a	campus	that	is	thriving:	commitment	to	the	mission	of	
the institution; to student learning, growth, and holistic development; and to one another 
as	partners	in	the	learning	process.	An	unwavering	commitment	to	students’	academic,	
interpersonal, and psychological well-being is embedded in the mission of a thriving 
campus.	This	commitment	provides	a	collective	sense	of	meaning	and	purpose	in	our	
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work, encourages engagement, and validates each student, staff, faculty, and administrator 
as	members	of	the	community.	Thriving	institutions	communicate	this	commitment	before	
any member joins the community, beginning with the hiring process when administrators 
hire only those who love students, want to see them grow, and are equipped to facilitate 
that	process.	The	commitment	continues	to	be	communicated	to	students	as	they	join	
the community; attention is paid to helping them feel part of the new environment through 
symbols	and	rituals,	campus	stories,	and	peer	leaders	who	help	them	navigate.	Faculty	and	
student life educators communicate what it takes to succeed and give students examples of 
other	students	like	themselves	who	have	done	just	that.
A	thriving	campus	is	one	in	which	members	of	the	community	see	the	contributions	

they	can	make,	know	that	they	have	voices,	and	know	that	their	input	matters.	On	a	
thriving campus, leaders communicate expectations and the desire for input and also 
communicate	their	responses	to	such	input.	Administrators	pay	attention	to	student	
voice on campus committees and are transparent in their decision making, staff carefully 
examine the level of service they provide students and each other, and faculty have faith 
that all students admitted to the institution can learn, grow, and succeed under the right 
conditions—conditions	they	are	committed	to	providing	in	and	out	of	the	classroom.98 
A	thriving	campus	also	connects	people	to	each	other	and	helps	students	get	to	know	

other	students	as	well	as	faculty,	staff,	and	administrators.	These	connections	build	positive	
relationships that can provide social support during times of need, but they also introduce 
students	to	those	whose	experiences	and	perspectives	are	different	from	their	own.	
Learning communities are perhaps one of the best examples of specific strategies thriving 
institutions	use	to	foster	these	intentional	connections.	This	emphasis	on	connection	
also	fosters	positive	emotions	that	are	essential	for	human	flourishing.	In	their	research	
on	positive	emotion,	Fredrickson	and	Losada	found	that	organizations	are	healthy	and	
productive when the positive emotions expressed on a daily basis outnumber the nega-
tive	emotions	5	to	1.99	Affirmation,	gratitude,	and	joy	outweigh	frustration,	anxiety,	and	
discouragement	on	a	thriving	campus	and	enable	all	members	to	flourish.
Finally,	collaborative	engagement	is	the	hallmark	of	a	thriving	campus;	synergy	inter-

dependence, and commitment to something greater than oneself characterize thriving 
environments.	For	higher	education,	the	implication	is	to	break	down	the	silos	that	fill	
our	campuses.	Rather	than	turf	protection,	thriving	institutions	focus	on	partnerships,	
meeting	one	another’s	needs,	and	working	together	toward	meaningful	goals	that	cannot	
be	accomplished	alone.	Team	teaching,	interdisciplinary	scholarship,	student-faculty	
research partnerships, work teams that capitalize on the strengths within the team, ser-
vice learning, and partnerships with the local community are just some examples of the 
practices	in	which	thriving	institutions	engage.	A	shared	vision	fuels	these	partnerships	
and	sustains	the	collaborative	engagement	over	time.

ConClusion

The model of thriving described in this chapter holds considerable promise for expanding 
the goals of higher education to include not only academic success, but also psychological 
well-being.	Student	development	professionals	with	this	goal	in	mind	will	organize	campus	
programs and services to help students identify and cultivate their strengths and equip 
students	with	the	coping	skills	necessary	for	resilience	and	well-being.	Faculty	with	this	
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goal in mind will focus on building a sense of community in the classroom and engaging 
students	in	a	process	of	lifelong	learning.	Institutional	leaders	with	this	expanded	goal	
for student success in mind will invest time and effort in creating a campus environment 
in which staff, faculty, administrators, and students alike are able to experience a sense of 
belonging	and	to	thrive.	Such	an	approach	will	provide	many	more	pathways	to	success	
for students and enable those who have been historically underserved by higher education 
to	reach	their	goals.	

There is no better time for higher education to expand its goals to include student 
well-being.	Just	when	the	needs	and	challenges	seem	most	overwhelming,	a	vision	for	
students to come alive to their potential, build on the strengths they possess despite or 
sometimes because of their experiences, and make the most of their college years holds 
promise	for	enabling	a	greater	percentage	of	students	to	succeed.	Our	students	deserve	
not	only	to	survive,	but	to	thrive.
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sCientists hAve long hAd A fAsCinAtion with reducing each unit to a smaller 
manifestation.	The	atom	yielded	to	the	electron.	Reductionism	and	disaggregation	have	
been	at	the	heart	of	scientific	advancement	and	have	had	implications	for	other	fields.	
Reductionism in other contexts has often manifested as a quest for the single solution, 
the	silver	bullet	to	fix	the	problem.	In	a	2015	speech	at	the	Campaign	for	America’s	Future	
Awards	Gala,	Lily	Eskelsen	García,	the	President	of	the	National	Education	Association	
described	an	encounter	with	a	businessman	on	an	airplane.	The	businessman	asked	her	
to	“bottom	line”	it	for	him:	what	was	the	one	single	thing	that	needed	to	be	done	to	fix	
public	schools?	Her	response	was	priceless:	“What	we	really	need	are	fewer	people	who	
think	there	is	one	single	thing	that	will	fix	all	of	our	problems	in	public	schools.”1 

While it may be tempting to point out the absurdity of this situation, higher education 
is	not	immune	to	similar	thinking.	People	debate	the	value	and	purpose	of	higher	education;	
they	lament	its	cost	and	question	its	return.	The	higher	education	bottom	line	of	today	
is	college	completion.	One	need	only	look	at	the	focus	of	policymakers,	from	President	
Barack	Obama	and	his	advancement	of	his	goal	that	“by	2020,	America	will	once	again	
have	the	highest	proportion	of	college	graduates	in	the	world”2	to	policy	influencers	within	
the	National	Coalition	for	College	Completion,	to	see	that	college	completion	has	become	
the	measure	of	student	success	and	as	such	the	measure	of	institutional	success.	Without	
a	doubt,	college	completion	is	a	worthy	goal.	But	should	it	be	the	primary	measure	of	
success for students or for institutions of higher education? The purpose of this essay is to 
illuminate why such a measure of success shortchanges students individually and society 
more	broadly.	

College in neoliberAl terMs

There	is	good	reason	to	direct	energy	toward	student	persistence	and	completion.	The	
cost	of	attending	a	public	college	in	the	United	States	has	soared	beyond	the	cost	of	
inflation.	According	to	the	National	Center	for	Education	Statistics,	the	average	cost	of	
full-time undergraduate tuition, room, and board at a four-year public institution rose 
from $9,200 in 2001–02 to approximately $17,500 in 2012–13 or by approximately 90 
percent.3	During	this	same	time	frame,	students	at	four-year	public	institutions	incurred	
55	percent	more	loan	debt:	$4,300	to	$6,700.	Students	are	worried	about	debt	to	the	
point	that	this	concern	influences	how	they	engage	in	postsecondary	education:	40	percent	
of seniors who responded to the 2015 National Survey of Student Engagement noted 
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that financial stress affected them to the point that they chose not to purchase required 
academic	materials	due	to	cost.4 
Institutions	also	have	reason	to	be	concerned	with	retention	and	completion	rates.	

Through	the	Voluntary	System	of	Accountability’s	College	Portrait,	institutions	report	six-year	
graduation	rates.	No	longer	buried	on	an	institution’s	webpage,	this	information	is	available	
for	students	and	their	families	to	consider	and	compare	when	choosing	a	college.	According	
to	the	National	Conference	of	State	Legislatures,	two-thirds	of	U.S.	states	use	a	performance-
based	funding	model	to	allocate	some	portion	of	funding	based	on	indicators.	Among	these	
indicators,	degrees	awarded	and	course	completion	are	primary.5	College	completion	plays	a	
key	role	not	only	in	terms	of	student	recruitment,	but	also	in	terms	of	retaining	state	funding.	
Beyond	college	completion,	the	media	and	the	scholarly	literature	abound	with	dis-

cussion	of	how	much	money	graduates	of	different	majors	earn.	Garrison	Keillor	has	
parodied the employment prospects of English literature majors on the radio program 
A Prairie Home Companion	for	years.6	Although	the	U.S.	Department	of	Education	ultimately	
appears	to	have	abandoned	the	notion	of	ranking	colleges	on	its	College	Scoreboard	website,	
it did so only after months of discussing what information to include that would help students 
rationally	value	their	investments	in	higher	education.	Information	about	the	salaries	of	
average	graduates	by	institution	is	available	on	the	College	Scorecard	website	despite	the	
fact	that	salary	is	more	a	function	of	what	one	studies	than	the	institution	one	attends.7 

In a model based on two Cs,	completion	and	cash	(cost),	success	is	linear.	Completion	
is the necessary condition by which students can begin to earn cash in order to pay back 
student	loans.	The	reason	to	attend	college	is	to	earn	a	credential	to	show	employers	that	one	
is	employment	worthy.	With	sheepskin	in	hand,	the	career	choices	of	students	are	influenced	
greatly	by	their	desire	to	maximize	cash.	Perhaps	crass,	this	is	the	most	instrumental	definition	
of	college	success	and	one	that	bears	out	in	the	data.	
The	Freshman	Survey,	administered	by	the	Higher	Education	Research	Institute	at	UCLA,	

has	been	used	to	track	student	objectives	for	postsecondary	study	for	more	than	40	years.	
In	1967,	more	than	85	percent	of	students	identified	“developing	a	meaningful	philosophy	of	
life”	as	an	essential	or	very	important	objective	for	higher	education.	This	trend	declined	
precipitously through the decades and hit an all-time low of 39 percent in 2003; it reversed 
slightly	in	2006	to	more	than	45	percent.	Conversely,	“being	very	well	off	financially”	was	an	
essential or very important objective for less than 45 percent of students in the late 1960s, but 
the	importance	of	this	objective	has	risen	steadily	over	time.8	The	instrumental	focus	of	today’s	
college students has not waned: 86 percent of recent students surveyed identified being 
“able	to	get	a	better	job”	and	73	percent	identified	being	“able	to	make	more	money”	as	very	
important	reasons	for	going	to	college.9 These numbers are offset by a near equal percentage of 
students	who	are	motivated	“to	gain	a	general	education	and	appreciation	of	ideas”	(71	percent)	
and	“to	learn	more	about	things	that	interest	me”	(82	percent).10	Unfortunately,	these	latter	
reasons,	largely	motivations	for	a	liberal	education,	are	rarely	discussed	in	policy	circles.	
Although	students	appear	to	support	the	neoliberal	ideology	that	success	is	measured	

by	wealth	and	a	good	job,	they	also	hold	broad-based	learning	goals.	When	one	talks	to	
students	directly,	an	even	more	nuanced	notion	of	success	emerges.	My	research	team	and	
I spoke to more than one hundred students from community colleges and universities 
across	Ontario,	Canada.	We	invited	them	to	describe	what	“student	success”	meant	to	
them	and	how	their	college	or	university	supported	their	success.	The	students’	definitions	
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included achieving in the classroom, completing their credentials, learning how to contribute 
meaningfully to their communities, understanding how to manage their lives, and preparing 
for	careers.11	When	we	presented	our	findings,	Joe	Henry,	former	Associate	Dean	of	Student	
Success	at	Sheridan	College,	a	community	college	in	Canada,	commented	on	how	similar	
our	model	was	to	the	one	that	he	and	his	colleagues	had	developed.	Although	some	may	
suggest students at community colleges are more vocationally-minded and thus less interested 
in a more liberal conception of success, the similarity of findings across our two projects 
with different student population calls into question the purely instrumental and neoliberal 
motivation	for	attending	college	or	university	often	ascribed	to	today’s	students.	
I’ve	thought	a	great	deal	about	the	data	we	collected	when	we	asked	students,	staff,	faculty,	

and	senior	administrative	leaders	to	define	and	depict	success.	In	reviewing	the	drawings	
and transcripts, the neoliberal and instrumental definition of success as credential to career, 
or completion to cash, is too reductionist and does not adequately characterize the hopes 
and	dreams	of	today’s	college	students.	Through	the	advent	of	quantum	mechanics,	
scientists	have	come	to	focus	on	systems	and	wholes	in	order	to	“understand	the	complex	
reality	that	is	the	ecosystem.”12 In statistics, one adds a cubic term when the linear term does 
not	sufficiently	model	the	data.	As	educators	and	policymakers,	I	suggest	we	follow	the	
example of scientists and reframe success from a reductionist, instrumental, and linear model 
to	complex,	liberal,	and	cubic	one.	

CubiC notion of suCCess

Figures	1a	and	1b	depict	the	general	cubic	form	that	provides	the	basis	for	this	conceptual	
model	of	success.	Each	facet	of	the	cube	denotes	a	different	objective.	The	facets	may	change	
in	size	depending	on	the	individual	and	may	move	from	a	cube	to	a	rhombus.	As	such,	
how success looks varies by student, which is consistent with findings from my research 
with	Joe	Henry	and	Diliana	Peregrina-Kretz.13	Success	is	personal,	individual,	and	unique.
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Curiosity	is	arguably	at	the	heart	of	the	academic	enterprise.	Fostering	students’	desire	
to	learn	and	pursue	inquiry	is	a	central	component	of	many	institutional	mission	statements.	
Students pursue higher education because of an interest in learning more about a topic or 
a	field	of	study,	which	often	becomes	their	major.	Creativity	goes	hand	in	hand	with	
curiosity	and	is	the	facet	of	success	that	pushes	the	boundaries	of	knowledge	and	expression.	
Without	creativity,	society	stagnates	and	reifies	the	status	quo.	The	questions	and	problems	
that	face	us	today	will	not	exist	in	the	same	form	tomorrow.	Science,	art,	music,	and	
diplomacy	wither	when	past	practices	and	customs	are	adhered	to	rigidly.	Creative	minds	
are	needed	to	develop	possible	solutions	to	the	world’s	intransigent	problems,	such	as	
hunger,	war,	and	climate	change.	Creativity	and	curiosity	take	root	as	students	respond	
to	an	inner	calling.	When	students	negotiate	and	reconcile	their	internal	and	external	
voices to discern what they believe, who they want to be, and who they want to be in 
relation	to	others,	they	author	their	own	lives	and	are	able	to	hear	this	calling.	Marcia	
Baxter	Magolda	calls	this	process	“self-authorship”	and	asserts	that	helping	students	to	
self-author	should	be	the	common	goal	of	21st	century	education.14 It takes courage to 
listen	to	one’s	calling,	to	look	beyond	the	immediate	to	see	the	bigger	picture	and	how	
one’s	values	are	supported	or	undermined	by	today’s	decisions.	It	takes	courage	to	pursue	
work	that	puts	food	on	the	table	and	feeds	the	soul.	A	lack	of	courage	often	results	in	
college	graduates	experiencing	the	“quarterlife	crisis”	that	Alexandra	Robbins	and	Abby	
Wilner	write	about	so	poignantly.15	It	takes	courage	to	ask	what	Sharon	Daloz	Parks	
terms	life’s	“big	questions”16	and	perhaps	even	more	courage	to	“live	the	questions	now”	
in	order	to	“gradually,	without	even	noticing	it,	live	our	way	into	the	answer.”17 
To	listen	to	one’s	calling	takes	courage,	and	to	allow	that	calling	to	lead	one’s	curiosity	

and	creativity	may	result	in	a	meaningful	career.	Theologian	Frederick	Buechner	defined	
vocation	as	“the	place	where	your	deep	gladness	and	the	world’s	deep	hunger	meet.”18 
A	career	that	unites	soul	with	role	helps	one	attain	the	epitome	of	an	integrated	life.19 
My	colleague,	David	Henderson	articulates	this	beautifully	as	the	place	where	“one’s	
competence	is	buttressed	by	one’s	compassion.”20	Noted	in	Figure	1,	the	success	cube	exists	
within	the	spheres	of	cognition	and	care.	One	is	not	privileged	over	the	other.	Success	is	
not	the	purview	of	the	head	at	the	expense	of	the	heart.	In	The Courage to Teach, Parker 
Palmer	calls	to	educators	to	commit	to	teaching	students’	whole	beings,	their	heads	and	
their	hearts.21	If	higher	education	faculty	and	staff	are	to	be	good	company	on	students’	
journeys	as	Marcia	Baxter	Magolda	encourages,22 then institutional success must be recognized 
in	terms	of	educating	the	whole	student.	
Community	is	a	facet	of	success	and	a	process	that	contributes	to	success.	Many	have	

talked about the power that a mentoring community has in helping students find the 
courage	to	listen	to	their	callings.23	One	need	only	think	of	the	communes	and	guilds	that	
existed	for	centuries	to	nurture	the	creative	talents	and	curiosity	of	members.	Community	
is	a	key	component	of	student	learning.	In	How	College	Affects	Students,	Ernest	Pascarella	
and	Patrick	Terenzini	indicate	that	interacting	with	one’s	peers	was	one	of	the	most	vital	
and	consistently	positive	predictors	of	student	learning	and	development.24 
Community	is	also	a	facet	of	success	in	that	it	is	a	space	in	which	one’s	gifts	and	talents—

cultivated	through	courage,	calling,	creativity,	and	curiosity	and	manifested	in	one’s	
career—may	come	to	fruition.	Henri	Nouwen,	renowned	priest,	professor,	and	author,	
heralded	the	importance	of	solitude	in	order	to	hear	one’s	voice	and	community	as	a	
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place	for	expressing	it.25	Given	the	interdependent	nature	of	our	world,	this	is	perhaps	
the	greatest	benefit	for	society.	Alexander	Astin,	Helen	Astin,	and	Jennifer	Lindholm	
note that higher education institutions commonly claim a commitment to developing 
values-based	outcomes	like	character,	social	responsibility,	and	citizenship.26 The problems 
of the 21st century require more than technical knowledge demarked by credential completion; 
these problems require graduates with self-awareness, empathy, and a genuine concern 
for	others—the	latter	two	develop	in	community.	

suCCess As An eMergent ProPerty

When success is viewed simply as instrumental and linear, it is seen solely as a measurable 
outcome.	Did	a	student	complete	her	degree?	How	much	money	does	the	graduate	
make?	Diliana	Peregrina-Kretz,	Joe	Henry,	and	I	advance	that	when	success	is	defined	as	
an	outcome	in	terms	of	college	completion,	it	“fails	to	take	into	account	the	experiences	and	
connections	that	influence	students’	personal,	profession,	and	academic	development.”27 
We	spoke	to	many	students	who	saw	and	celebrated	success	day	to	day.	To	them,	success	
was	a	process.	It	was	how	they	did	on	their	exams,	how	they	handled	uncomfortable	
conversations with their roommates, how an event they helped to plan on campus was 
received.	Success	was	the	process.	

Success as an outcome suggests that upon completion students have arrived.	The	out-
come	is	accomplished;	the	degree	has	been	earned.	This	thinking	is	at	odds	with	a	cubic	
notion of success in which facets, like curiosity and creativity, are intimately connected 
to	lifelong	learning.	In	this	regard,	success	is	not	an	end	goal	but	in	the	words	of	Chris	
Kearns,	Vice	President	of	Student	Success	at	Montana	State	University,	“an	emergent	
property.”28	According	to	Tim	O’Connor	and	Hong	Yu	Wong,	emergent	properties	
“arise	out	of	more	fundamental	entities	and	yet	are	‘novel’	or	‘irreducible’	with	respect	to	
them.”29 Success as an emergent property is conceptualized in the model by the arrows 
that	show	that	the	cube	is	always	in	a	state	of	revolution.

The cubic notion of success may be considered an emer-
gent	property	of	being	well.	A	host	of	contributors	to	this	
volume	have	written	prolifically	on	the	topic	of	well-being.	
I	have	been	deeply	influenced	by	the	work	of	Carol	Ryff,	
Corey	Keyes,	and	Laurie	Schreiner.	Although	the	specific	
construction	of	well-being	varies	by	author,	as	Don	Harward	
notes, well-being is the relational activities of being well, as in a 
life	well-lived.	Success—in	its	facets	of	curiosity,	creativity,	
calling,	 courage,	 career,	 and	 community—emerges	 as	 a	
property	of	being	well.	
Herein	lies	the	rub.	Current	policies	do	not	recognize,	

let alone reward, students or institutions of higher educa-
tion	for	cultivating	the	emergent	property	of	success.	In	fact,	
they	actively	penalize	them.	On	a	student	level,	students	pursue	higher	education	for	a	
host of reasons: most to earn a credential but others to see if they can do it, to gain a 
skill,	or	for	personal	enrichment.	Yet	according	to	the	website	of	the	Free	Application	for	
Federal	Student	Aid,	federal	financial	aid	is	available	only	to	the	student	enrolled	“in	an	
eligible	program	as	a	regular	student	seeking	a	degree	or	certificate.”30	For	students	who	
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do not aspire to degrees but need financial assistance, enrolling with the stated reason of 
seeking	a	degree	is	logical	even	if	not	accurate.	The	financial	aid	policy	sends	a	message	
to	students.	Intentionally	or	unintentionally,	it	suggests	education	to	spur	one’s	creativity,	
curiosity,	and	response	to	calling	in	order	to	contribute	to	one’s	community	is	not	valued	
unless	it	results	in	a	credential.	Students	may	attend	and	achieve	personal	success	without	
attaining degrees, but in the eyes of financial aid policy makers, these students are viewed 
as	policy	failures.	
From	an	institutional	perspective,	measuring	success	as	completion	is	equally	problematic.	

Institutions that enroll students with low-level degree goal commitment but who need 
financial assistance are penalized when students who have achieved personal success with-
draw	without	completing	their	degrees.	The	individual	student’s	success	counts	as	institu-
tional	failure.	In	the	context	of	performance-based	funding	metrics	in	which	graduation	
rates	matter,	this	has	implications	for	state	funding	in	subsequent	years.	Additionally,	the	
current college completion policy acts as a disincentive for faculty, staff, and leaders in 
higher education to advise students to pursue programs of study that may be better fits, 
particularly if these programs are not available at the institution or if making such a 
change	would	prolong	time	to	degree.	In	this	case,	completion	as	the	measure	of	reduc-
tionist,	instrumental,	and	linear	success	thwarts	the	ability	of	educators	to	nurture	students’	
complex,	liberal,	and	cubic	success.	The	focus	on	college	completion	values	the	destination—
not	the	journey—which	I	find	antithetical	to	education.	
The	six	facets	that	comprise	the	cubic	notion	of	success	are	not	new	to	higher	education.	

In	fact,	one	may	argue	they	are	at	the	core	of	liberal	education	and	Socrates’	exhortation	to	
live	an	examined	life.	For	many,	the	facets	of	cubic	success	
are central to the academy and what it means to be an 
educator.	To	me,	this	means	igniting	students’	curiosity	and	
inspiring	their	creativity	to	think	deeply	and	critically.	It	
means being good company on the journey as students 
discern their callings and develop the courage to listen 
and	act.	It	means	helping	students	identify	career	paths	
that	make	the	most	of	their	competence	and	compassion.	

It	means	modeling	engagement	in	one’s	community,	whether	that	community	is	an	inter-
personal exchange with one other person (a roommate, friend, or family member) or is more 
broadly	one’s	department,	workplace,	neighborhood,	or	city.	I	see	my	role	as	educating	
students to view learning as a lifelong endeavor, to view success is an emergent property 
of	being	well,	and	to	consider	that	life	is	about	the	journey	not	the	destination.

I fear the focus on an instrumental definition of success at the student and institutional 
level	not	only	shortchanges	students	and	educators,	but	also	shortchanges	society.	The	
world	is	complex,	interdependent,	and	multicultural.	Society	needs	graduates	who	are	
able	to	bring	a	cubic	notion	of	success	to	bear	on	addressing	the	world’s	wicked	problems.	
There is a need, nay a demand, for curious, creative thinkers who have the courage to 
respond to inner callings to contribute to their communities, writ large, as a matter of 
career.	Creating	space	to	educate	such	graduates,	however,	requires	a	fundamental	shift	
in	policy	and	practice.	
From	a	policy	perspective,	financial	aid	needs	to	be	available	to	support	students’	

explorations	as	well	as	their	degree-seeking	intentions.	Although	completion	may	still	be	
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a	goal,	it	should	be	complimented	by	the	recognition	of	each	student’s	progress	toward	
realizing	her	or	his	goals.	Progress	and	achievement	would	then	be	noted	at	an	individual	
student	level	rather	than	at	an	institutional	level.	The	Free	Application	for	Federal	Student	
Aid	database	contains	information	on	all	students	who	receive	federal	financial	aid;	goal	
identification and progress toward goal achievement could be added to the database for 
students	in	subsequent	years	after	postsecondary	study.	Without	a	doubt,	this	is	an	enormous	
undertaking.	Yet	the	United	States	need	not	invent	the	wheel	and	can	learn	from	other	
systems that have implemented similar metrics at other levels of education, such as the 
Ontario	Education	Number.31 This system provides a reliable record of the movement 
and	progress	of	individual	students	through	elementary	and	secondary	school.	With	goal	
attainment measured at the student level, policy aimed at institutional effectiveness could 
then be used to examine the extent to which institutions have transparent and substantial 
means	of	measuring	student	progress.	Institutions	are	held	accountable	for	processes	that	
facilitate,	not	foil,	student	progress.	From	a	practice	perspective,	measuring	progress	at	
an individual student level allows higher education administrators and faculty to better 
advise students before matriculation and during their courses of study with respect to 
program	fit.	Conversations	about	program	fit	provide	an	opportunity	to	bridge	the	two	
solitudes of higher education and high school and bring together high school guidance 
counselors, college recruitment staff, and academic advisors in meaningful dialogue 
about	college	and	career.	

Reframing success from a perspective that privileges the reductionist, instrumental, and 
linear conception of completion to career to one that values the complex, liberal, and cubic 
notion	of	success	will	take	time.	It	may	require	that	students	demand	their	educations	be	
about	more	than	the	completion	of	a	necessary	number	of	credit	hours	for	a	credential.	
It may require educators demand an opportunity to re-connect to the broader purposes of 
higher	education.	It	may	require	employers	and	society	to	demand	that	employees	and	
citizens have the curiosity and creativity to not settle for the simple solution but to push 
the	boundaries	to	tackle	the	wicked	problems	that	face	our	world.	If	society	is	to	be	well,	
we must recognize and reward higher education faculty and administrators for educating 
students	in	ways	that	help	them	attain	complex	and	cubic	success.
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Andrew Seligsohn

in Colleges And universities ACross the united stAtes—and	increasingly	around	
the	world—student	engagement	in	activities	focused	on	service	and	that	otherwise	affect	
the	social	or	public	good	has	become	a	norm.	The	activities	themselves	vary	widely	and	
range from short-term volunteerism to sustained participation in ongoing efforts aimed 
at	lasting	social	change.	And	the	variation	does	not	stop	there:	activities	may	be	undertaken	
through the curriculum or the co-curriculum, during the academic year or during breaks, 
through	highly	structured	programs	or	on	the	fly.
But	across	this	variety,	there	are	two	presumptions	that	characterize	these	many	efforts.	

The	first	is	that	they	benefit	a	community	beyond	the	campus.	The	second	is	that	students	
benefit from participation in activities that are intended to achieve community or public 
benefit.	The	first	presumption	is	open	to	legitimate	challenge:	while	we	have	many	examples	
of student engagement producing significant results, we lack comprehensive empirical 
data about the likelihood that such activities will actually create the desired community 
benefits,	and	we	lack	data	about	the	magnitude	of	the	benefits	that	do	accrue.	While	
there are promising efforts to document the effect on significant social indicators of uni-
versity engagement broadly, these projects are in their early stages, and they do not even 
attempt	to	disaggregate	forms	of	engagement.	With	respect	to	the	public	effect	of	student	
engagement	service	and	work,	there	is	no	compelling	evidence.

The focus of this essay, however, is on the second presumption and, in particular, on 
one version of it: that students as people are better off for having participated in activities 
intended	to	provide	social	benefit.	My	interest	in	this	presumption	is	not	so	much	
empirical	as	conceptual.	What	is	meant	when	it	is	claimed	that	it	is	good	for	students	to	
engage in work to benefit communities? What sort of work is in mind? What sort of good is 
expected to emanate from that work? What assumptions about colleges and universities are 
built into the conceptual apparatus through which student community action is understood?

These questions are worth exploring because how we think about the good that students 
derive	from	engagement	activities	is	likely	to	influence	how	we	build	programs	and	
opportunities	for	students.	Moreover,	our	thinking	about	these	issues	may	inform	decisions	
about whom to include in shaping these opportunities and in shaping colleges and univer-
sities	more	broadly.	One	reason	for	pursuing	these	questions	is	that	we	often	drill	down	very	
deeply	on	quite	narrow	questions	about	what	students	gain	from	engagement.	We	might	
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survey students on their experience of efficacy or analyze data to answer specific ques-
tions	about	student	persistence	in	college.	These	are	important	questions,	and	my	own	
organization,	Campus	Compact,	has	often	been	involved	in	seeking	to	answer	them.	
Still, it is sometimes valuable to step back and ask very different kinds of questions 
about students: What forces cause students to feel dislocated and unsafe? What factors can 
help them feel whole and sufficiently secure to embrace challenges? The recent unrest on 
college campuses, frequently characterized by calls from students from underserved 
communities for safe spaces, reminds us that many students do not feel that they are in 
environments	conducive	to	their	thriving.	We	need	to	listen	to	what	students	are	saying	
about what will change that experience, and we need to analyze the way we engage all 
students	to	see	how	we	can	create	environments	that	support	their	well-being.

How then should we address the question of the effect of civic and community engage-
ment	as	higher	education	experiences	on	students?	My	approach	is	to	examine	relevant	
aspects	of	the	two	realities	these	efforts	connect.	One	reality	is	the	social	and	political	
landscape	into	which	our	students	venture	from	our	campuses.	The	other	reality	is	that	
of	our	institutions	of	higher	education	themselves.	

When our students head out into the world, much of 
their lives and careers will take place on and against a 
landscape	of	inequality—a	landscape	that	has	seen	the	
intensity of inequality increase dramatically during the 
last	half	century.1 The political language popularized during 
the	Occupy	Movement	(the	99	percent	and	the	one	percent)	
has become a widely recognized shorthand to refer to the 
fact that the overwhelming majority of new wealth since the 
1970s	has	accrued	to	a	tiny	fraction	of	the	population—

those	already	at	the	top	of	the	income	and	wealth	distribution.	As	the	uprisings	in	Ferguson	
and	Baltimore	and	the	wave	of	protests	on	colleges	campuses	in	2015	have	all	made	
clear, accelerating economic inequality interacts with longstanding racial injustice to 
produce	increasing	social	volatility.	Indeed,	it	would	be	difficult	to	explain	the	dynamics	
of the 2016 Republican presidential nomination battle without reference to a backlash 
against	people	of	color	and	their	demands	for	equity	and	justice.

In short, our students set forth from our campuses to undertake their socially beneficial 
endeavors in a country in which inequality is both increasingly pervasive and increasingly 
salient.	However,	it	should	be	noted—and	I	will	return	to	this	point	later—that	many	
students	do	not	relate	to	these	inequalities	in	a	homogenous	way.	While	it	would	appear	that	
students	on	some	campuses	reflect	conventional	expectations	about	college,	primarily	resi-
dential student populations, many campuses serve predominantly first-generation students 
from low or moderate income families, and their expectations and experiences should not be 
assumed	to	be	conventional.	Thus,	we	make	a	mistake	if	we	begin	with	the	premise	that	
student service work involves privileged students seeking to help those who are less fortunate 
than	themselves.	That	happens,	but	it	is	far	from	universally	the	case.	Moreover,	that	framing	
of	student	civic	engagement	is	not	conducive—and	in	fact,	possibly	detrimental—to	realizing	
the	good,	both	the	individual	and	the	public	good	that	engagement	can	produce.
Because	of	the	significance	of	inequality	for	the	social	justice	efforts	of	students,	it	is	

worth	examining	the	texture	of	contemporary	American	inequality	in	greater	detail.	Two	

What forces cause students 
to feel dislocated and unsafe? 
What factors can help them 
feel whole and sufficiently 
secure to embrace challenges? 
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recent	books	provide	a	useful	starting	point	for	the	inquiry:	Robert	Putnam’s	Our Kids: 
The American Dream in Crisis2 and	Ta-Nehisi	Coates’	Between the World and Me.3	Putnam’s	
central	concern	is	economic	inequality,	while	Coates’	is	contemporary	race	and	racism.	
These vastly different works have in common a focus on the lived experience of inequality 
and injustice, and they are thus fitting entry points for a consideration of the world in 
which	the	lives	and	community	engagement	of	our	students	unfold.
First,	a	brief	detour	to	consider	categories	and	vocabulary:	as	Putnam	notes,	there	are	

various	ways	of	identifying	the	layers	in	the	class	stratification	system	of	the	United	
States,	for	example,	according	to	income,	wealth,	or	education	level.4 Similarly, there is 
no	single	racial	divide	in	the	United	States,	since	many	different	ethnic	identities	are	
racialized	in	the	United	States.	For	a	set	of	reasons	having	to	do	with	simplicity,	clarity,	
and the practices of these two authors, I will generally use the terms wealthy and poor to 
refer	to	those	on	the	winning	and	losing	sides	of	the	class	divide.	And	in	the	context	of	
race,	I	will	primarily	focus	on	the	divide	between	white	and	African-American	experi-
ence.	Neither	of	these	approaches	is	adequate	to	the	complexity	of	the	world	I	am	
describing,	but	both,	I	hope,	are	reasonable	compromises	under	the	circumstances.	It	
should	also	be	noted	that	race	and	class	are	not	inter-changeable	concepts.	There	are	rich	
and	poor	African-Americans	and	rich	and	poor	whites.	Because	of	the	history	of	race	
discrimination,	African-Americans	are	more	likely	to	be	poor	than	whites,	but	due	to	
their greater proportion of the population, in absolute terms there are more poor whites 
in	the	United	States	than	poor	Africa-Americans.	So	we	need	to	be	careful	in	the	way	we	
use these concepts, but we should not be so careful that we refuse to discuss issues at the 
core	of	public	life.
Putnam’s	book	takes	the	broad	and	complex	phenomenon	of	exploding	economic	

inequality and uncovers its significance in the lives of real people on both sides of the 
growing	divide.	As	the	book’s	title	suggests,	Putnam	is	particularly	concerned	with	the	
opportunities available to young people whose experiences are increasingly shaped, in 
nearly	every	facet,	by	the	class	positions	of	their	families.	He	begins	with	his	own	home-
town,	Port	Clinton,	Ohio,	and	compares	the	early	experiences	and	life	courses	of	mem-
bers of his high school graduating class, the class of 1959, with those of young people in 
Port	Clinton	today.	The	comparison	reveals	the	first	key	element	of	the	book’s	argument:	
while the life chances of students graduating high school in 1959 were not determined 
primarily	by	the	class	circumstances	of	their	families,	for	today’s	young	people	they	are.
For	the	class	of	1959,	the	public	institutions,	social	structures,	and	family	relation-

ships that provided the scaffolding for the experiences of children and young adults did 
not	vary	significantly	depending	on	class	position.	For	example,	working	class	children	
had access to relationships with adults at all points along the class spectrum and thus 
had relatively easy access to information about topics such as applying to and paying for 
college.	Today,	for	a	set	of	inter-related	reasons	detailed	by	Putnam,	the	situation	is	
vastly	different.	Children	born	without	class	privilege	find	themselves	without	access	to	
the	information	and	supports	necessary	for	changing	their	own	circumstances.
And	that	is	the	second	major	component	of	Putnam’s	argument:	what	differs	about	

the experiences of children growing up on either side of the class divide now is nothing 
short of everything.	Rich	and	poor	children	experience	different	family	structures,	differ-
ent	parenting	practices,	different	communities,	and	different	schools.	There	is	no	space	
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outside the space of class difference, and in every domain, the differences have the effect 
of	reinforcing	and	magnifying	class	inequality.	If	a	wealthy	child	was	to	spend	time	in	
the world of a poor child, nearly every aspect of the experience would be unfamiliar, and 
the	reverse	is	equally	true.	Unlike	differences	in,	for	example,	religion,	that	might	create	
an	experience	of	unfamiliarity	(but	that	do	not,	in	the	contemporary	United	States,	cor-
respond to specific patterns of opportunity), the class-based differences experienced by 
children	connect	directly	with	their	opportunities	to	change	their	class	positions.	For	
example,	stress	caused	by	instability	negatively	affects	children’s	cognitive	development.	
Poor children are systematically more likely to experience such stress because of the dif-
ficulty their caregivers will face in trying to maintain stable housing, consistent employ-
ment,	a	physically	safe	environment,	and	access	to	appropriate	health	care.	That	means	
poor children are likely to perform less well in school, which diminishes their prospects 
of	getting	out	of	poverty.	It	is	not	only	that	poor	and	wealthy	children	live	in	different	
worlds,	it	is	also	that	those	worlds	are	built	to	replicate	the	inequalities	they	embody.

While Putnam identifies an expansion of the gap in lived experience corresponding 
with the expansion of the economic gap during the last 50 years, he does not paint an 
idyllic	picture	of	the	past.	Instead,	he	acknowledges	that	certain	inequalities,	such	as	

those grounded in race and gender, have always been 
highly	problematic	in	American	life	and	were	in	many	
respects far worse during the early years of the lives of the 
members	of	the	class	of	1959	than	they	are	today.	His	
point is that during the more class egalitarian period of 
the mid-20th century, the economic opportunity structure 
ran counter to race and gender inequality and allowed 
many families to improve their positions from one gener-
ation	to	the	next.	In	contrast,	today	nearly	everyone	is	

locked into their existing economic ranks, and the space between the upper ranks and 
the	lower	ranks	is	growing.	One	implication	is	that	African-Americans	who	managed	to	
get into the upper ranks economically are now able to take advantage of the benefits of 
the	new	structure.	Overall,	however,	the	growth	in	class	inequality	hurts	African-Americans	
because they are more likely to find themselves on the losing end of the new rigidity in 
class	structure.
Putnam’s	work	leaves	us	with	a	few	crucial	conclusions.	First,	our	students’	lives	before	

and	during	college	are	shaped	by	the	inequality	landscape.	Within	some	institutions,	
all—or	virtually	all—of	the	students	come	with	a	shared	experience	of	having	traveled	
the smooth path of privilege or of having fought their way across the deep divide that 
prevented	most	of	their	peers	from	getting	to	college.	Many	institutions	make	multiple	
efforts to attract and provide multiple learning opportunities for students from a diversity 
of	class	backgrounds,	but	the	challenges	of	succeeding	in	doing	so	are	great.	Among	the	
challenges is that of recognizing that it will be nearly impossible to attract students for whom 
class has not shaped their experience (privileged or suppressed) even if the insularity of their 
worlds	may	have	prevented	them	from	knowing	that.	The	challenge	to	the	institution	is	
to understand and account for inherent inequalities that are the reality of all of their 
students and are similar to the decline of the middle class; inequality differences prevail 
on	any	campus.	

It is not only that poor and 
wealthy children live in 
different worlds, it is also that 
those worlds are built to replicate 
the inequalities they embody
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Second, when college students engage with members of low-income communities 
through their college programs or courses, they are either re-entering a world that has 
profoundly shaped them or they are entering a world that is distinct in nearly every respect 
from	their	own	and	in	which	they	are	implicated.	For	wealthy	students,	this	form	of	
engagement involves complexity far greater than is captured by concepts such as commu-
nicating across difference or other similar conceptual frameworks often used to prepare 
students	to	enter	unfamiliar	communities.	The	difference	involved	is	hierarchical	and	
morally non-neutral because the structures that have diminished opportunity for those 
at	the	bottom	are	the	very	same	ones	that	have	created	opportunity	for	those	at	the	top.	
Students from contexts of privilege are not simply encountering people with different 
ways of living, although they are doing that; they are also encountering people whose 
lives are negatively affected by the very policies that have enriched privileged families 
and	that	are	maintained	by	the	disproportionate	political	power	of	people	in	their	class.

Third, the pervasiveness of the inequalities that serve as barriers to opportunities for 
poor people create an a implicit criticism of the work of college students who are engaged 
in service, for example, because the realities of the inequalities and their pervasive and 
pernicious consequences lead the institution to a position of downplaying the reality of the 
inequalities	in	order	to	preserve	the	possibility	that	their	students’	work	will	result	in	feeling	
relevant or inspiring (withholding pointing out that limited efforts of the kind college students 
typically	undertake	are	unlikely	to	make	a	meaningful	difference	to	the	public	good).	
The	increasing	inequality	context	in	the	contemporary	United	States	means	that	for	

many students, the social good that results from their actions is not necessarily aligned 
with	the	well-being	feelings	or	individual	good	brought	by	such	actions.	Students	can	
find	themselves	feeling	dislocated,	guilty,	diminished	in	the	eyes	of	peers,	in	conflict	with	
or	embarrassed	by	their	families,	and	otherwise	unsettled.	If	these	risks	are	to	be	mitigated	
and any balance of individual well-being and the realization of the public good achieved, 
much will depend on the institutional context in which student engagement is undertaken, 
a	point	to	which	I	will	return	later.

In Between the World and Me,	Ta-Nehisi	Coates	illuminates	deep	truths	about	American	
life	through	a	memoir	written	in	the	form	of	a	letter	to	his	son.	It	is	a	personal	narrative	
with	a	public	purpose:	to	characterize	the	daily	reality	of	life	for	African-Americans	in	
the	context	of	persistent	racism.	Coates	tell	his	son	that	“racism	is	a	visceral	experience,	
that it dislodges brains, blocks airways, rips muscle, extracts organs, cracks bones, 
breaks	teeth.”5

The	contrast	with	Putnam’s	method	could	not	be	more	stark.	Putnam	tells	the	story	
of class inequality by matching detailed interviews with a vast body of statistical evi-
dence.	Coates	tells	his	son	that	“the	sociology,	the	history,	the	economics,	the	graphs,	the	
charts,	the	regressions	all	land,	with	great	violence,	upon	the	body.”6 He means that the 
forms of documentation of racial inequality available to social science can never capture 
the experience of fear and vulnerability of people existing in a society that permits and 
promotes	violence	against	the	bodies	of	black	people.	Coates	writes	in	the	aftermath	of	
the	well-publicized	killings	of	Michael	Brown,	Eric	Garner,	and	Tamir	Rice,	but	he	
writes with recognition that there is nothing new about the phenomenon of those in 
positions of power committing acts of violence against black people without consequence 
to	themselves.



162 Well-Being and Higher Education

Despite	the	differences	in	approach,	Putnam’s	and	Coates’	work	converge	on	a	recog-
nition of the deep damage done to young people who grow up in environments saturated 
with	violence	and	the	fear	of	violence.	Putnam	illustrates	this	point	through	the	story	of	
a young man he calls Elijah, who spent his childhood in extreme poverty, bouncing from 
one	family	member	to	another,	witnessing	and	experiencing	violence	at	every	turn.7 
For	Coates,	who	grew	up	in	an	entirely	African-American	world	in	West	Baltimore,	the	
fear of violence began with the realities of living in a world beyond police protection in 
which	strength	and	the	willingness	to	harm	established	dominance.	It	was	reinforced	by	
the violence of parents who feared that allowing their son to remain peaceful would put 
him	at	risk.	Eventually,	the	daily	risk	of	facing	police	violence	became	the	central	focus	
of his fear, not least because a college friend was shot and killed by police in an incident 
of	unaccountable	official	violence.
In	Coates’	interpretation,	the	pervasiveness	of	violence	has	a	hold	not	only	on	African-

Americans,	who	constantly	experience	themselves	as	under	threat,	but	also	on	whites	
who	are	trapped	in	a	constant	need	to	deny	the	ongoing	significance	of	racial	violence.	
White	Americans,	he	says,	“have	forgotten	the	scale	of	the	theft	that	enriched	them	in	
slavery; the terror that allowed them, for a century, to pilfer the vote; the segregationist 
policy	that	gave	them	their	suburbs.”8 Their forgetting is due to a desire to remain in 
“the	beautiful	Dream”	of	American	exceptionalism:	“I	am	convinced	that	the	Dreamers,	
at	least	the	Dreamers	of	today,	would	rather	live	white	than	live	free.”9

It is this world, with its persistent inequality, its racialized violence, and its profound 
need to deny these realities with myths of equality of opportunity and colorblindness, to 
which	we	send	our	college	students	to	do	good.	Indeed,	we	send	them	into	the	very	
teeth	of	these	inequalities	to	seek	to	create	equality	of	opportunity	where	there	is	none.	
In the best case, we prepare students thoroughly for these ventures with an understand-
ing	of	the	context,	of	their	role	in	it,	and	of	the	limitations	inherent	in	their	efforts.	
We	encourage	them	to	analyze	and	reflect	on	the	realities	they	encounter,	their	responses	
to	them,	and	how	all	of	that	connects	with	larger	social	and	political	issues.	We	guide	
them	to	resources	and	opportunities	to	take	further	action	in	ways	that	fit	with	their	values.	
If we assume that all of the right things are done by higher education professionals, what 
good	do	we	expect—or	at	least	hope—will	come	of	these	endeavors	for	students?	How	
will	they	be	changed	in	ways	that	are	beneficial?	And	what	more	might	have	to	be	true	
of our colleges and universities for us to have confidence that students will be able to 
realize these benefits?

It should be acknowledged that many practical benefits accrue to students from participa-
tion	in	socially	beneficial	actions.	Students	develop	useful	skills	in	areas	such	as	problem	
solving,	communication,	and	project	management,	among	many	others.	These	practical	
skills	are	not	my	focus	here.	They	are	important,	but	they	are	not	unique	to	engagement	
in	action	oriented	toward	social	justice	and	the	public	good.	In	principle	at	least,	students	
can acquire the same skills through participation in, for example, high-quality internships 
in	the	for-profit	sector.	We	are	seeking	experiences	that	accrue	to	the	individual	well-being	
of students because they are actions taken for the public good and with cognizance of the 
pervasive	inequalities	that	influence	them.
One	candidate	for	such	a	benefit	is	the	opportunity	for	students	to	step	outside	the	

myths	that	hold	poor	people	and	people	of	color	responsible	for	the	challenges	they	face.	
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As	Putnam	amply	demonstrates,	it	is	not	the	case	that	everyone	in	the	United	States	has	
an	equal	opportunity—or	even	a	meaningful	opportunity—to	succeed.	The	deck	is	
stacked	against	poor	children.	For	college	students	from	wealthy	families,	simply	seeing	
the conditions under which poor children must seek to develop themselves can be powerful, 
and it is all the more powerful when combined with the kinds of learning a well-designed 
college	course	can	provide.	Understanding	the	daily	experience	of	life	in	neighborhoods	
saturated	by	violence—criminal	violence,	police	violence—can	be	transformative	for	
students	who	have	experienced	an	assumption	of	security.	Recognizing	basic	truths	
about our world contributes to individual well-being by allowing us to ground relation-
ships	with	others	on	honesty	and	mutual	understanding.	When	that	recognition	of	
inequalities informs efforts to serve social justice or the public good, students personally 
become	aware	of	self	and	others.	Participating	in	deceptions	that	justify	one’s	privilege	is	
harmful because it undermines deep connections with others, so coming to terms with 
the painful realities of the lives of those excluded from privilege contributes to the good 
of	participating	students.
At	the	same	time,	there	is	no	guarantee	that	this	exposure—even	when	properly	situated	in	

an	educational	context—will	produce	the	real	understanding	needed	to	achieve	these	benefits.	
For	many	students,	the	reality	is	more	complicated.	For	those	
who come from privilege and have campus experiences in 
which little attention is given to deep inequality, the encounter 
with	inequality	may	be	jarring	and	difficult	to	assimilate.	Stu-
dents may be forced to see their colleges, their home commu-
nities, even their families as cynically pursuing their own good 
while ignoring those on whose backs their wealth and secu-
rity are built, or they may come away reinforcing a stereotypic 
judgment that preceded their experience, which is analogous 
to	blaming	the	victim.

The situation is yet more complex for students who them-
selves	come	from	poor	communities,	regardless	of	race.	Recent	evidence	has	shown	that	
substantial	numbers	of	students	confront	poverty	daily	while	in	college.10 These students, 
of	course,	do	not	benefit	from	the	demystification	of	the	American	class	system;	as	
Coates	and	many	of	Putnam’s	informants	make	clear,	those	without	privilege	are	keenly	
aware	that	others	have	it.	Still,	they	might	earn	self-claimed	benefits,	not	those	simply	
permitted	by	the	privileged,	in	two	ways.	Those	from	low-income	backgrounds	might	
benefit from the experience of taking informed action to contribute to their own com-
munities	or	communities	facing	similar	challenges.	Moreover,	while	students	from	poor	
communities might feel some ambivalence about how their own families and communities 
fit in a broader culture that often blames people for their poverty, the opportunity to 
learn about structural inequality and take action to challenge it has the potential to move 
students	past	feelings	of	shame	and	toward	an	experience	of	confidence	and	efficacy.	Students	
from low-income backgrounds may also benefit from seeing their wealthier peers come 
to	a	deeper	understanding	of	underserved	communities.	I	have	seen	this	in	my	own	work	
with students manifest as palpable relief on the part of low-income students that wealthier 
students have discovered that poor neighborhoods are populated primarily by good people 
seeking	to	improve	their	lives	and	communities.	Rather	than	feeling	as	if	they	must	choose	
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between hiding or explaining where they come from, these students could claim common 
ground	for	honest	discussions	with	peers	from	a	variety	of	contexts.
As	with	the	forms	of	well-being	that	might	be	cultivated	among	wealthier	students,	

these	outcomes	are	speculative.	It	is	possible	that	the	need	to	move	back	and	forth	
between worlds, and to do so with people whose life experiences are radically different 
from	one’s	own,	might	simply	be	disorienting	to	low-income	students.	They	might	find	
that the kinds of defenses they need to build up in order to soldier through a world not 
built	for	low-income,	first-generation	students—one	that	treats	them	as	other—are	
eroded	by	frequent	context-switching.	They	might	be	frustrated	by	the	confusion	of	
their	peers	and	discomfited	by	the	need	to	choose	between	vernaculars.	And	they	along	
with their wealthier peers might be disillusioned by the fact that the institutions sending 
them back into their communities to do socially beneficial work are not themselves 
engaged	in	efforts	to	achieve	social	justice.

To be clear, I am not arguing against engaging students in public work to overcome 
economic	and	racial	inequality.	On	the	contrary,	I	am	considering	the	pitfalls	of	engaging	
students in that essential work in order to identify what colleges and universities must do to 
maximize the likelihood that these experiences achieve their goals to serve the well-being of 
the	individual.	The	promise	for	high	and	low	income	students	is	that	engaged	action	to	pro-
mote equality will render them whole, whether by freeing them from ahistorical myths or by 

liberating	them	from	the	need	to	conceal	who	they	are.	The	peril	is	
that the reverse will be true, that students will find the disjuncture 
between the world of the campus and the world beyond so destabi-
lizing	that	their	well-being	will	be	diminished	rather	than	enhanced.	
The question is how to achieve the rewards of engagement while 
avoiding	its	risks.	The	argument	for	doing	so	is	compelling	when	we	
recognize the possibility for students to achieve lives rich with mean-
ingful relationships, grounded in deep understanding of social and 
political	realities,	and	oriented	toward	positive	change.	In	other	words,	

the goodness of a life saturated with the results of taking action to create communities that 
live	up	to	their	own	best	ideals	is	emphatically	worth	pursuing.	At	the	same	time,	the	risks	of	
generating	or	reinforcing	cynicism	or	alienation	must	be	mitigated.
This	risk-reward	context	brings	us	back	to	the	role	of	the	university.	The	best	way	to	

reduce the likelihood that students will experience debilitating contrasts between their 
own work toward justice and the reality of their campuses is for colleges and universities 
to	make	deeper	and	more	substantive	commitments	to	democratic	values.	Colleges	and	
universities can do that by integrating civic engagement into the curriculum; prioritizing 
community-based research; reforming tenure and promotion standards to reward engagement; 
and re-orienting practices in purchasing, employment, real estate development, admissions, 
and	financial	aid	to	focus	on	advancing	the	interests	of	historically	marginalized	communities.	
In the best case, these efforts would be undertaken in a coordinated fashion to maximize 
their effect and demonstrate to students and communities beyond the campus that the 
institution	is	committed	in	practice	to	the	principles	it	espouses	to	its	students.

Evidence grounded in systematic research supports the conclusion that the behavior of 
the	institution	as	a	whole	matters	in	the	individual	experiences	of	students.	Robert	Reason	
and	Kevin	Hemer	analyzed	data	from	the	Personal	and	Social	Responsibility	Inventory	and	
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concluded that the degree to which high impact practices such as service learning are effective 
in cultivating civic values in students depends in part on the extent to which students believe 
their	colleges	are	actually	committed	to	the	values	cultivated	through	the	experience.11 Students 
notice	if	institutions	ask	them	to	do	as	they	say,	not	as	they	do.	If	the	institution	is	not	living	
according to its stated values, students are less likely to embrace those values and are therefore 
less	likely	to	achieve	the	well-being	that	results	from	civic	participation	in	the	long	run.
If	colleges	and	universities	are	to	facilitate	their	students’	achievement	of	the	well-being	

that	comes	from	beneficial	social	action,	they	will	have	to	fulfill	their	own	public	purposes.	
Doing	so	does	not	require	an	extraordinary	commitment	beyond	what	ought	to	be	expected	
of	institutions	that	are	publicly	subsidized	directly	or	through	tax	exemption.	It	simply	
requires colleges and universities to recognize that they exist to serve the public good 
through	their	teaching,	research,	and	institutional	action.	In	the	end,	then,	the	situation	
of	the	college	or	university	parallels	that	of	the	student.	Student	well-being	depends	on	
coming	to	terms	with	the	complex	and	difficult	realities	of	our	world.	Sometimes,	those	
realities threaten our identities, but in the end, we benefit from reckoning with that rather 
than	denying	it.	We	benefit	from	facing	the	contradiction	and	seeking	to	resolve	it	through	
action	in	the	world.	The	same	is	true	for	institutions.	Consistently	acting	in	the	service	
of public goods is not easy for institutions that face constant financial challenges and many 
other	threats.	In	the	short	run,	it	seems	to	make	more	sense	to	accept	contradictions	
between the values embedded in the student experience and the expediencies of running 
a	large	and	complex	institution.	In	the	end,	though,	it	is	a	self-undermining	approach,	
as students, alumni, and key external stakeholders increasingly insist that colleges and 
universities	acknowledge	the	contradictions	in	their	approach	and	resolve	them.
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17
Provocation

Student Well-Being as a Function  
of identity Development

Elsa Núñez

When i left for College, many of my friends and family said that I would go away 
and	never	come	back,	or	worse	yet,	that	I	would	change—and	not	in	a	positive	way.	
My	mom	and	dad	probably	feared	it	too,	but	they	loved	me,	so	if	I	changed,	in	whatever	way,	
they	were	okay	with	it	as	long	as	I	became	a	college	graduate.

I, however, swore I would never change, and I would always be a ghetto girl from the 
projects.	Yet	in	my	freshman	year	of	college,	the	questions	of	who	I	was	and	where	I	fit	
in	this	great	American	society	began	to	haunt	me.	
One	of	the	social	indicators	among	Hispanics	is	language,	and	among	Puerto	Ricans,	

the	way	you	pronounce	certain	words	in	particular	indicates	class.	Swallowing	the	final	
syllable	suggests	you	are	uneducated	or	part	of	the	lowest	social	strata.	The	word	lado, 
for example, means side; I pronounced it my entire eighteen years before college as lao, 
dropping the d.	At	some	point,	after	heart	wrenching	self-debate,	I	decided	that	I	would	
always, for the rest of my life, drop the d when I went home, so that when I spoke with 
pre-college	friends	or	my	family,	I	would	show	them	I	had	not	changed.

Today, like me, many of our students come to college with issues of identity based on 
class,	sexual	orientation,	race,	and	ethnicity.	As	President	of	Eastern	Connecticut	State	
University,	I	am	concerned	about	retention	and	graduation	rates,	though	we	have	the	
highest	rates	of	all	the	public	state	universities	in	Connecticut.	Part	of	our	focus	has	been	
on	the	issues	of	identity	that	our	students	face.	This	focus,	we	believe,	is	crucial	to	our	
impressive	outcomes	and	central	to	our	students’	well-being.
The	focal	point	of	this	essay	is	well-being—the	quality	of	a	student’s	life—and	its	

effect	on	learning.	Through	impressive	studies	led	by	Bringing	Theory	to	Practice	and	
others, we have come to recognize that how students feel about themselves and the world 
around	them	is	central	to	their	motivation	and	capacity	to	learn.	For	instance,	significant	
work has been done to show how experiential learning and community engagement 
positively	affect	students’	well-being—how	those	practices	contribute	to	a	student’s	
social	and	psychological	health.1 I would like to direct my comments to another impor-
tant aspect of student well-being: how our campuses can best support the development 
of	gender,	racial,	and	class	identity.	In	a	brief	essay,	I	cannot	give	you	a	comprehensive	
analysis of these issues, but I think I have found some interesting ideas that may provoke 
more	thought	and	discussion.
First,	on	the	matter	of	gender.	Even	though	researchers	suggest	that	sexual	awareness	

and the development of gender identity take place at an earlier age than fifty years ago, 
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eighteen-year-old	freshmen	on	college	campuses	are	still	exploring	their	sexuality—some	
for	the	first	time—in	an	environment	that	is	new	and	unfamiliar.	They	are	living	away	
from	home.	They	are	managing	freedoms	they	have	not	had	previously	and	dealing	with	
multiple layers of uncharted territory: new academic expectations and opportunities, 
new	living	conditions,	new	social	circles.2

One	could	well	argue	that	gender	is	the	most	fundamental	element	of	personal	identity—
more	basic	than	ethnicity	or	social	class.	To	explore,	confirm,	and	embrace	one’s	gender	
identity while going through all the other discoveries inherent to being a college freshman 
is	a	significant	process	for	all	students,	regardless	of	their	gender	or	sexuality.	How	college	
campuses	provide	support	during	this	process	is	as	critical	to	a	student’s	acclimation	to	
and	success	on	campus	as	any	other	element	of	personal	identity.
One	of	the	first	researchers	to	speak	about	gay	and	lesbian	sexual	identity	as	a	normal	

developmental	process	rather	than	a	disease	or	condition	to	be	treated	was	Vivienne	Cass	
in	1979.3	Cass	articulated	six	stages	of	identity	development,	including	identity	confusion	
and	identity	tolerance.	Embedded	in	her	writings	were	discussions	of	denial	and	rejection	

of	one’s	sexual	orientation.	We	have	come	a	long	way	in	
twenty-five	years.	Reflecting	the	evolution	of	our	society’s	
acceptance of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender 
(LGBT)	community,	the	stages	of	gender	identity	devel-
opment	have	also	evolved.	A	baseline	of	tolerance	and	
acceptance	by	LGBT	individuals	and	their	straight	coun-
terparts has evolved to a baseline of identity integration 
and	public	pride.	Even	so,	individual	students	as	well	as	
LGBT	groups	on	campus	must	still	be	supported	to	move	
through	the	process	of	gender	identity	development.

In focusing on gender identity development among 
heterosexual students, Roger Worthington and his colleagues 

note	that	while	“virtually	all	literature	regarding	sexual	orientation	is	situated	in	volumes	
designed	to	address	lesbian,	gay,	and	bisexual	(LGB)	issues,”	similar	research	on	heterosexual	
sexual	identity	is	“all	but	nonexistent.”4 Worthington and his co-authors discuss the 
importance	of	providing	heterosexual	students	with	the	same	resources	as	LGB	students	to	
help	them	explore,	affirm,	and	internalize	their	gender	identities.	By	engaging	in	a	frank	and	
supportive discussion of sexual identity on college campuses, gender identity becomes a 
common	developmental	process	shared	by	all	students,	regardless	of	their	sexual	orientations.
Second,	on	the	matter	of	race.	While	discussions	of	gender	and	sexual	orientation	

usually	have	two	axes—male	and	female,	straight	and	gay—in	comparison,	the	issue	of	
race	on	our	campuses	has	many	foci.	For	the	purposes	of	this	brief	provocation,	I	want	
to	focus	on	three:	Latino,	African	American,	and	white.

Part of the issue of racial identity development across all races and ethnicities is the 
need	to	educate	people	about	the	definitions	of	those	terms.	The	inaccurate	terminology	
we use to describe the groups I just mentioned is a symbol of the need for more educa-
tion	regarding	race	and	ethnicity.	For	instance,	Latino	or	Hispanic	does	not	constitute	a	
race	or	an	ethnicity.	More	than	20	nations	of	origin	are	represented	under	the	umbrella	
term	Latino.	The	Pew	Research	Center	found	that	52	percent	of	young	Latinos	(ages	
16–25)	identify	themselves	by	their	nations	of	origin:	Cuban,	Puerto	Rican,	Mexican.	
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They	are	more	likely	to	identify	themselves	as	Americans	(24	percent)	than	as	Latinos	
(20	percent).5

In the same way that much of the early research on gender identity focused on minority 
subgroups (gays and lesbians), most of the literature and discussion about racial identity 
on	college	campuses	focuses	on	minority	students—African	Americans	and	Latinos	in	
particular.	In	the	1990s,	Janet	Helms	advanced	a	White	Racial	Identity	Development	
Model	that	focused	on	developing	racial	awareness	as	a	key	component	of	white	racial	
identity.6 Helms and Tina Richardson acknowledge that racism exists and that confronting 
one’s	own	racism	as	a	white	person	(“abandonment	of	white	privilege”)	is	central	to	the	
development	of	white	racial	identity.	Only	by	interacting	with	students	of	color	in	trusting,	
positive, campus environments and activities can white students confront and respond 
to their own racism and at the same time build relationships and develop non-racist, 
white	identities.7

Helms and Richardson delve into racial identity for minorities and make the point 
that the development of racial identity is similar for all people of color, regardless of race, 
and	involves	cognitive,	emotional,	and	behavioral	changes	in	response	to	“surmounting	
internalized	racism	in	its	various	manifestations.”	Early	stages	in	racial	identity	develop-
ment	include	conforming	to	racial	stereotypes,	even	to	the	point	of	trying	to	“act	white”;	
advanced stages include expressing a positive racial self-identity, actively rejecting and 
combating	racial	stereotypes,	and	developing	positive	individual	and	group	self-expression.8

On	our	campuses,	we	need	to	create	a	deeper,	more	substantive	understanding	of	
race,	ethnicity,	and	culture.	For	instance,	while	celebrating	Latin	American	Awareness	
Month	and	Hispanic	Heritage	Month,	we	also	need	to	celebrate	Mexican	history,	
Puerto	Rican	holidays,	and	Guatemalan	culture—to	name	just	three	possibilities—so	that	
students from those countries can share their pride and so white students can begin to 
understand	the	nuances	and	richness	of	racial,	ethnic,	and	cultural	diversity.	In	addition,	
in our classrooms, we need to extend the intellectual discussion of race and culture to 
include	deeper	meanings.	
Third,	on	the	matter	of	socioeconomic	class.	Education,	income	and	wealth,	prestige	

conferred on the basis of family history, where you live, the make of car you drive, the 
clothes	you	wear—these	are	all	symbols	of	class.	How	do	students	on	campuses	perceive	
these	distinctions?	In	a	2014	study	of	hundreds	of	college	students	at	a	northern	California	
public	university,	investigators	focused	on	the	issue	of	class	identity.	They	hypothesized	
that	that	social	class	would	be	less	important	to	students’	self-identity	than	gender	or	
ethnicity.	Instead,	they	discovered	that	the	majority	of	students	saw	social	class	as	most	
central	to	their	identities,	a	finding	that	crossed	all	social	classes	in	the	study.	They	also	
found that interacting with peers on campus became a central condition for students to 
examine,	understand,	and	reconcile	their	class	identities.	In	these	peer	interactions,	
students	clearly	recognized	class	distinctions	in	speech,	dress,	etiquette,	and	behavior.9

During	interviews,	students	expressed	a	wide	range	of	emotions.	Affluent	students	
expressed	guilt,	denial,	and	justification—although	one	student	described	privilege	as	a	
“blessing	and	a	curse”—while	lower-income	students	expressed	anger	and	also	pride	in	
working	hard	and	earning	everything	they	had.	One	interesting	outcome	was	the	preva-
lence	of	the	myth	of	meritocracy	and	the	American	Dream	in	the	visions	of	lower-income	
students.	Whereas	affluent	students	understood	the	potential	for	downward	mobility,	
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students from low-income families repeatedly envisioned some point in the future when 
they	would	surely	be	able	to	“move	up.”10

How	can	we	affect	this	class	consciousness	on	our	campuses?	As	with	gender	and	
race, we need to help students develop their personal identities in terms of class and also 
provide opportunities for them to understand how class affects their peers and the world 
at	large.	From	the	study	cited	above,	we	can	see	that	peer	interaction	on	our	campuses	is	
a	series	of	teachable	moments.	We	can	add	to	those	interactions	with	planned	activities	
that help students from all classes learn from each other, including residential hall activities, 
community	service	opportunities,	intramural	teams,	and	campus	organizations.
On	an	intellectual	level,	we	need	to	raise	the	level	of	discussion	of	income	inequity	

on	our	campuses.	Recently,	the	head	of	the	Federal	Reserve	Board	wrote	that	income	
inequity	threatens	our	social	order	and	economic	future	as	a	nation.11 Students need to 

engage in that discussion, not only in terms of using their 
own experiences and peer comparisons, but also by engaging 
in a discussion of the effect of income inequity on our 
nation	and	the	global	community.

In conclusion, gender, race, and class are elements of 
the personal and group identities of each person and every 
student	on	our	campuses.	So	what	are	the	key	takeaways	
regarding the issue of identity development in these three 
areas, and how we can support our students as they learn 
more about themselves and their fellow students?

When we talk about identity development on our campuses, 
we inevitably think about how best to support minority 

groups	based	on	ethnicity,	sexual	or	gender	identity,	or	socioeconomic	status.	As	the	literature	
clearly	suggests,	developing	healthy	attitudes	among	majority	students—those	who	are	
heterosexual,	white,	and	middle-class—is	every	bit	as	important	as	programming	to	support	
identity	development	for	minority	populations.

While developing their identities, it is important for white students to acknowledge 
institutional	racism	and	take	steps	to	understand,	respect,	and	support	ethnic	minorities.	
It is important for heterosexual students to move from tolerance to affirmative support of 
their	friends	with	different	sexual	identities.	It	is	important	to	have	middle-class	students	
look past the perspective of privilege to understand that the efforts to address income 
inequity must run parallel to steps taken to support gender, ethnic, and economic minorities 
on	campus.	At	the	same	time,	all	students—by	engaging	in	shared	activities	and	discussions	
on	gender,	race,	and	class—can	develop	deeper	intellectual	understanding	of	those	issues.	
They can develop, internalize, and celebrate their own personal identities while better 
understanding	and	supporting	students	who	may	fall	outside	of	their	own	groups.	This	
is	all	important	to	each	student’s	well-being.
One	of	the	most	important	decisions	I	made	in	my	life	was	to	continue	to	drop	the	d 

in	the	presence	of	my	family	and	old	friends,	and	to	this	day	we	are	very	close.

Developing healthy attitudes 
among majority students— 
those who are heterosexual,  
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as programming to support 
identity development 
for minority populations
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18
Provocation

Student narratives and Well-Being
Thia Wolf & Amalia Rodas

MAny yeArs Ago, in a literacy course aimed at preparing students to work as writing 
consultants in our bustling writing center, I found myself in an intriguing tussle with a 
bright	young	woman	who	“really	hated”	the	course	reading	and	content.	These	readings	
highlighted inequities in education that frequently lead first generation students from 
low-income backgrounds to perform at lower levels in college courses than their more 
privileged	counterparts.	The	angry	student—we’ll	call	her	Sue—a	first-generation	student,	
whose family lived in poverty, took exception to this critique; she had always performed 
well in school, and she felt that theories of inequity made her individual accomplishments 
less	important.	One	day,	perhaps	two	thirds	of	the	way	through	the	semester,	Sue	turned	to	
me	as	I	walked	near	her	during	a	class	break	and	said,	“The	question	isn’t	if	I	can	understand	
this	material	or	if	I	can	apply	it.	The	question	is,	‘Who	will	I	be	if	I	decide	to	believe	this?’	
Because	I	will	never	be	the	same	if	I	decide	that	I	do	believe	this	and	that	this	is	what	 
I	want	to	think	about.”	
I	ask	us	to	aim	for	this	moment	of	recognizing	the	self	in	the	curriculum.	As	teachers,	

we	like	these	moments,	but	all	too	often	we	do	nothing	to	foster	them.	Sue	came	to	her	
critical	insight	and	was	able	to	value	the	course	material	on	her	own.	Although	I	supported	
her	in	the	usual	ways—through	assigning	pertinent	reading,	entering	into	discussions,	
responding	to	her	writing,	and	meeting	with	her	during	office	hours—I	did	nothing	intentional	
to	help	her	uncover	the	meaning	of	the	course’s	relationship	to	her	construction	of	herself.	
While	this	hands-off	teaching	approach	to	students’	development	of	their	identities	in	

the midst of college coursework is quite common, I wish to argue here that it hampers 
them	emotionally	and	practically.	In	fact,	by	ignoring	the	importance	the	self-narratives	in	
classroom contexts of our students, we signal to them that how their learning affects their 
developing	senses	of	themselves	does	not	actually	matter	and	is	not	a	part	of	college	work.	
Seminal	research	by	Hazel	Markus	and	Paula	Nurius	on	the	construction	of	“possible	

selves”	indicates	that	our	self-concepts	are	based	not	only	on	our	accomplishments	and	
direct experiences, but also on the ways we can imagine ourselves in new and future con-
texts.	Possible	selves	“are	different	and	separable	from	the	current	or	now	selves,	yet	are	
intimately	connected	to	them.”1 These selves arise and are explored through ongoing, 
everyday	narrative	behaviors,	for	“[n]arrative	practice	lies	at	the	heart	of	self-construction.”2 

If we in higher education are to take seriously our responsibility to support and 
enhance the psychosocial development and well-being of students in college, we need to 
care about and help them work critically with the narrative behaviors they use when 
authoring	their	lives—their	stories	of	their	“now	selves”	and	the	future-oriented	stories	
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of	their	“possible	selves.”	But	using	narrative	as	a	meaningful	intellectual	and	emotional	
activity for making sense of the self in the college context is not part of most of our 
teaching repertoires, perhaps because stories are seen in many disciplines as less important 
than	facts	or	evidence.	Yet	stories	are	the	evidence	that	each	of	us	uses	to	decide	which	
information, people, and experiences are important to us and what the likelihood of success 
might	be	for	our	now	and	future	selves	in	varied	fields	of	study.	

To illustrate the important functions of self-narrative in the life of a developing college 
student—and	to	highlight	missed	opportunities	for	intentional	narrative	work	with	
students	in	the	context	of	higher	education—I	turn	to	a	story	I	have	witnessed	unfold-
ing	over	the	past	five	years.	Amalia	Rodas,	a	first-generation	college	student	from	a	
low-income,	Guatemalan-American	family,	has	worked	beside	me	(literally—we	share	

an office) since she completed our peer mentor training 
course	five	years	ago	and	began	to	work	in	the	First-Year	
Experience	Program.	In	order	to	capture	her	story	appro-
priately, I interviewed her this semester and asked her to 
go over material I had gleaned from a variety of conversations 
in	the	workplace	over	the	years.	She	read	and	responded	
to a draft of this essay to ensure that she is represented in 
ways that are resonant for her and accurate from her point 
of	view.	I	asked	to	list	her	as	a	co-author	of	this	essay,	and	
she	agreed	that	she	would	allow	me	to	do	so.	Listening	to	her	
narrative from start to finish has taught me something 

about her conceptual model of herself in college that I had previously missed and left me 
wishing	I	had	asked	her	to	tell	me	her	full	story	sooner.	
Amalia,	now	twenty-three	years	old,	entered	college	at	eighteen.	She	is	the	eldest	child—

and	the	first	to	go	to	college—in	a	large	family	with	hard-working	parents:	

My mom had me when she was sixteen. She had six children by the time she was 
thirty-four. My father worked for fifteen years taking care of a house for wealthy 
people. I didn’t know that my parents were poor until I was older. We said a lot of, 
“Why can’t we have what the other kids have?” 

Amalia’s	decision	to	come	to	California	State	University,	Chico	had	little	to	do	with	
the	college	itself.	The	theme	of	decision	making	and	acting	without	necessary	information	
appears	in	her	narrative	in	more	than	one	place.

I picked Chico State by a process of elimination and also some random elements. 
I didn’t want to go to San Marcos because it was too close to home. I got accepted 
to CSU, East Bay, but one of my teachers said it would be expensive to live in 
that area. San Bernardino accepted me, but I hadn’t heard from them about 
financial aid right away, and then I heard from Chico that I had been accepted 
and gotten financial aid, so I picked Chico.

Amalia’s	story	about	going	to	college	was	sketchy	at	this	point,	and	she	had	no	clear	
model	of	college	at	the	heart	of	her	determination	to	go	there.	She	describes	herself	as	
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to us and what the likelihood 
of success might be for 
our now and future selves 



Student	Narratives	and	Well-Being	 175

quiet,	keeping	“most	of	me	to	myself.”	When	college	acceptance	letters	arrived,	she	told	
herself,	“‘Oh,	this	is	real.	I	guess	I	am	going.’	I	didn’t	have	clear	ideas	about	it	beyond	
that.”	Without	others	actively	seeking	to	hear	her	story,	the	underdeveloped	quality	of	
her narrative of herself in college was not apparent to the high school teachers who sought 
to	help	her	gain	college	entrance.	
She	describes	her	first	year	in	college	as	a	“culture	shock.”	“There	were	no	brown	girls	

where	I	lived,	only	white	girls.	My	one	Hispanic	friend	I	made	in	the	dorms	didn’t	stay	
in	college.”	After	a	series	of	difficult	arguments	with	her	father	that	resulted	in	the	temporary	
loss of contact with her family in her sophomore year, she describes long periods of attending 
some classes only intermittently while she became increasingly sleepless, exhausted, and 
physically	ill.	

Her model of schooling for the first several years of college was entirely grade dependent: 
“If	my	GPA	was	low,	I	would	raise	it	up	the	next	semester	so	that	I	could	stay	in	school.	
So	my	transcript	goes	up	and	down	because	I’d	respond	to	having	a	bad	semester	by	following	
it	with	a	good	semester.”	Permanent	change	in	this	habit	did	not	occur	until	after	she	had	
entered	her	major	in	the	School	of	Social	Work	in	the	second	semester	of	her	junior	year.	
The School uses a cohort model that allowed her to build a sense 
of	connection	with	classmates:	“I	noticed	other	people	came	in	
and	participated,	so	I	finally	started	taking	notes	and	participating.	
I	started	sitting	in	the	front	of	the	class	instead	of	the	back.	I	
asked	questions.	I	realized	that	I	want	to	learn,	I	want	to	do	things	
with	my	education,	not	just	pass	class.”	
The	contrast	between	Amalia’s	school	narrative	and	her	per-

formance	at	work	in	the	First-Year	Experience	Program	is	striking.	
While she was not in her early years with the program always 
reliable, her extraordinary capacity for problem solving allowed 
her	 to	 rise	 to	 the	 top.	 She	 rapidly	 became	 a	member	 of	 the	
student	Executive	Committee,	created	and	supervised	a	large-scale	public	event	for	freshmen	
in	sustainability	courses,	and	acted	as	personal	assistant	to	the	director.	In	time,	with	
appropriate	work	reviews,	discussions,	and	reflection	on	her	behaviors,	she	became	a	model	
employee.	“I	was	so	successful	at	work,”	she	says,	“that	it	was	really	a	blow	when	I	had	to	
face	the	fact	that	school	wasn’t	seeing	me	the	same	way.”	
Amalia’s	pattern	of	doing	poorly	some	semesters	and	then	“making	up	for	it”	by	doing	

well in other semesters resulted in a consequence she was not positioned to predict: her best 
performances	did	not	result	in	acceptance	to	graduate	school.	“The	Advisor	told	me	there	
was	no	way	I	would	get	in.	I	said,	‘But	see	here,	in	this	semester	and	this	one	I	did	really	
well.’	That	is	when	he	told	me	that	you	have	to	do	well	overall.”	
Nothing	in	the	college	context	helped	Amalia	to	investigate	her	model	of	college,	her	

model	of	herself	in	college,	or	her	goals	for	her	possible	selves	in	relation	to	those	models.	
She believed that her developing love of learning, her newfound commitment to her major, 
and her demonstration of being able to do well when she put her mind to it would tell 
her	story	adequately	to	anyone	who	reviewed	her	graduate	application.	The	result	was	
rejection	and	devastation:	“When	I	learned	they	wouldn’t	even	consider	me	for	the	graduate	
program,	I	thought	that	nothing	I	had	done	had	really	mattered.	I	thought	that	I	had	
learned	how	to	love	learning	and	do	well	in	college	too	late.	The	hope	the	advisor	held	
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out to me was that I could reapply sometime later in my life after finding work related 
to	my	field	and	proving	myself	there.	The	road	seemed	very	long	just	to	be	able	to	come	
back	to	school.”	
For	those	who	want	to	know	the	ending	to	this	story,	it	is	fortunately	a	happy	one.	

An	unexpected	conversation	with	a	faculty	member	in	the	Public	Administration	Program	
at	CSU,	Chico,	resulted	in	an	invitation	to	apply	to	their	graduate	program	and	an	
acceptance	to	begin	graduate	work	in	the	spring.	When	Amalia	describes	the	effect	of	
being	accepted,	she	weeps:	“I	am	so	excited	about	this.	I	feel	I	can	do	something	for	
first-generation	students	in	school;	that’s	what	I	want	to	focus	on—the	policies	that	help	
them	or	hold	them	back.”	
Amalia	has	demonstrated	the	resilience	to	re-invent	herself	in	the	college	context,	to	

move learning to the heart of her school-going enterprise, and to change her social 
worker	possible	self	to	a	public	administrator	possible	self.	As	she	prepares	for	this	future,	
she	says,	“I	care	about	doing	work	that	will	genuinely	be	of	use	to	people	who	otherwise	
will	struggle	in	the	ways	I	have.”	
Amalia’s	story	serves	as	a	cautionary	tale	to	those	of	us	who	work	in	college	settings.	

Too many moments in this narrative reveal the lack of needed information and concept-
building	activities	that	could	have	changed	her	understanding	and	behavior	sooner.	
Without	access	to	her	ongoing	narratives,	however,	neither	Amalia’s	teachers	nor	her	
advisors	understood	her	struggles	or	the	potentially	self-defeating	flaws	in	her	thinking.	

During	her	first	several	years	of	college,	as	she	gradually	
matured into a competent, curious, and empathetic adult, 
Amalia	simultaneously	continued	school	behaviors	that	
mirrored	her	behaviors	in	high	school	where	she	“did	
enough	to	pass	a	class,	but	just	the	minimum.”	Her	con-
ceptual model of college as different from and more 
meaningful than high school did not begin to develop 
until she neared her senior year; even then, she did not 
understand how her student self was viewed in the college 
context	until	she	pursued	entrance	to	graduate	school.	

What then can we, those working directly with stu-
dents in higher educations, do differently? What is it I want 
to provoke myself and my colleagues to do when I consider 

how	Amalia’s	evolving	narrative	could	have	been	a	useful	part	of	her	work	in	college	courses	
to ensure her success, not only in meaningful preparation for work or engaged learning, 
but also in developing into a more well version of herself? 

Narrative work with students comes in many possible forms and can be used in each 
and	every	discipline.	Student	narratives	have	the	potential	to	teach	us	about	our	effects	
on	students	and	at	the	same	time	support	students’	conceptual	understanding	of	college	
and their construction of effective current and possible selves in courses and programs 
they	encounter.	Here	are	four	suggestions:
1.	Ask	students	for	short	written	narratives	at	the	start	of	the	semester	about	how	they	

came to be in your course and what their past relationships to the material might 
be.	Pay	attention	to	these	stories	as	you	work	with	students	throughout	the	term,	
refer	to	them,	and	invite	students	to	add	to	them.
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2.	Ask	students	to	do	reflective	writing	that	recounts	the story of my learning at key 
moments	in	the	semester.	Have	students	reread	these	and	chart	changes	in	their	
learning	during	the	term.	Ask	them	to	write	about	how	this	matters	to	them	as	
they	are	and	as	they	might	be	in	future	years.

3.	Help	students	see	their	possible	selves	should	they	pursue	work	in	your	discipline.	
Share	with	them	what	the	lives	of	anthropologists,	biologists,	or	engineers	are	like.	
Ask	them	if	they	would	they	like	such	a	life?	Why	or	why	not?	How	can	this	course	
help them to see their possible post-college selves more clearly?

4.	Find	ways	to	make	student	stories	part	of	your	course	material.	These	can	be	learning	
stories	or	relevant	personal	stories.	Invite	the	whole	student	into	the	classroom,	
then teach students that their narratives are helpful to their learning rather than 
beside	the	point.	

Neither	Sue	nor	Amalia	should	have	had	to	find	themselves	in	the	curriculum	entirely	
on	their	own,	and	each	of	them	suffered	while	trying	to	do	so.	Making	their	narratives	a	
part of the curriculum would have given faculty who wanted to support student devel-
opment and well-being access to their storylines as they worked to construct themselves 
in	college.	While	narrative	assignments	and	narrative	classroom	exchanges	are	used	in	a	
handful of disciplines and often employed as part of civic education, I challenge every 
educator	in	every	discipline	to	ask	for	and	listen	to	students’	stories	about	themselves—
as learners, as members of the college community, and as complex human beings developing 
possible	selves.	

notes

1	 Hazel	Markus	and	Paula	Nurius,	“Possible	Selves,”	American Psychologist	41,	no.	9	(1986):	954–69.
2	 James	Holstein	and	Jaber	Gubrium,	The Self We Live By	(New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	2000),	104.
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Well-Being and agency:  
Political Education in a time of crisis

Brian Murphy

in the hedoniC And eudAeMoniC meanings of well-being, agency	matters. Well-being 
is the sense of being an agent or actor, or it is the practical action required to sustain 
oneself	or	one’s	community.	We	understand	the	interdependency	of	sense	and	being	
only in actual lived experience, in the contexts of work and family and learning in which 
our	students	live.	Well-being	can	only	matter	as	an	intention	in	higher	education	if	we	
who teach have a deep and close understanding of the lived experiences of our students, 
the challenges and violence that often circumscribe their agency, their prospects for agency, 
and	their	future.
It	would	be	a	weak	and	narrow	understanding	of	our	students’	prospects	if	we	approached	

their well-being, or the agency required to be well, only through the lens of their individual 
circumstances	or	only	with	a	view	of	their	individual	agency.	Of	course	it	is	true	that	
providing the context for individual growth and development, a growing sense of capacity 
and	ability,	is	what	any	college	or	university	professes	to	provide.	But	surely	it	is	not	
enough to engage students in capacities that allow them to survive alone, or pretend to, 
in	a	market	world.	Surely	agency	must	mean	more.
This	is	not	an	abstract	issue.	Any	sober	view	of	the	next	fifty	or	sixty	or	seventy	years—

the	adult	lives	of	many	of	our	students—suggests	that	the	issues	that	will	most	matter	
are	those	that	require	political	intervention.	Climate	change	and	global	warming,	growing	
structural and institutional inequality, racism, ideological violence, the rise of fundamentalism 
in	multiple	guises,	the	use	and	deployment	of	technology—all	of	these	require	the	inter-
vention	of	governments	and	the	development	of	public	policies.	All	of	these	will	require	
that	young	people	be	capable	of	acting	together	politically.

Put another way, all of these issues require the exercise of public power for resolution; 
none	can	be	solved	by	the	market	alone.	An	education	on	agency	must	include	an	education	
on power and its uses, the dynamics of political organizing and building coalitions, the 
negotiation	of	economic	and	social	interests,	and	the	uses	and	abuses	of	public	discourse.	
Any	student	who	graduates	from	an	American	university	or	college	without	some	
grounding in these public issues might have a sense of well-being, might actually have a 
limited sort of agency in a career, but will be the recipient of public or corporate decisions 
made	by	others	through	a	process	over	which	he	or	she	exercises	little	agency.
We	are,	it	must	be	said,	paddling	upstream	to	act	on	these	ideas	in	American	higher	

education to develop programs and projects and campus cultures that facilitate the 
development	of	political	sensibility	among	our	students.	There	is	among	too	many	of	us	
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a deep suspicion of politics and a confusion of the political and the partisan, which works, 
of	course,	to	keep	students	away	from	power	and	its	uses.	While	many	others	of	us	believe	
it is entirely possible to abjure partisan declarations and yet engage with politics or insist 
that students are educated on the public issues that will dominate their lives and their 
communities,	we	are	not	the	majority.	But	I	think	we	confront	a	deeper	issue	than	the	fear	
of partisanship: the notion that the purpose of an education is uniquely personal achievement 
in	preparation	for	a	vocation.

This trope, a deep vocationalism in virtually all public discourse about higher education, 
and the reduction of our purposes to job and career preparation, makes it hard to stand 
up	for	a	deeper	humanism	that	prepares	students	for	careers	and	for	public	lives.	Donors,	
legislators, community leaders: we too often fear them and seldom engage them in the 

political	purposes	of	our	institutions.	Or	we	argue	that	
the skills and capacities of the marketplace are also civic 
skills, and vice versa, as if preparing students for the one 
prepares	them	for	the	other	simultaneously.	

This is an argument from weakness, or from a (prudent) 
assessment that the current politics surrounding our insti-
tutions will punish those of us who insist that our students 
learn about public issues and about how to lobby, argue, 
organize,	and	vote.	This	avoidance	of	politics,	sometimes	
prudent, reduces a core aspect of agency in the lives of 
students	or	in	the	lives	they	will	live	once	they	leave	us.	
Whatever its sources and reasons, the argument that we 
are only about careers and vocations for individuals is an 

implicitly	reactionary	position,	one	that	limits	our	students’	options	and	prospects	for	
engagement	in	the	issues	that	must	be	decided	through	politics.

The consequences of leaving political education to someone else or divorcing the 
substantive civic meanings of careers from the narrow gaining of discipline-based skill sets 
are quite different for students who already come from privilege than for students from 
marginalized	communities.	The	former	can	be	said	to	need	a	political	education	precisely	
because they will inherit the structural privileges that give them power, but the latter need it 
more.	Any	college	or	university	that	educates	the	vast	majority	of	American	young	people—
community college, comprehensive state university, even a larger and accessible state-funded 
research	university—has	a	responsibility	to	engage	its	students	in	public	and	civic	learning	
if	well-being	is	going	to	mean	anything	more	than	feeling	good.
One	could	argue,	of	course,	that	to	the	degree	students	of	privilege	and	students	lacking	

privilege learn about the stakes in global warming or the consequences of gross economic 
inequality, it is more possible to build broader political and social coalitions capable of 
addressing	these	issues	and	saving	the	planet	in	the	bargain.	But	whatever	our	views	of	the	
way through the current crises, all of us who work in poor and marginalized communities 
have learned one unfortunate lesson: education of the middle class has not actually given our 
students	the	tools	they	need	to	battle	for	their	own	interests	or	defend	their	communities.	

Those of us who argue that well-being must include the civic or that students need to 
develop	the	civic	and	political	skills	of	democratic	agency—whatever	their	careers—do	so	
with	a	certain	sense	of	urgency.	We	stand	at	an	historic	turning	point	in	post-war	America,	
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in which the broad social consensus that growth would generate equality is unraveling 
and	the	sense	of	progress	that	dominated	the	narrative	of	the	Boomer	years	is	now	
broadly	doubted.	More	to	the	point,	the	assumption	that	many	of	us	had	during	the	
civil	rights	era,	that	America	could	genuinely	afford	to	give	all	its	citizens	an	equal	chance,	
is	questioned	by	growing	segments	of	our	country.	Never	has	politics	itself	generated	
such	cynicism	and	doubt.	Voter	alienation,	the	distrust	of	the	democratic	system,	and	
a longing for magical leadership all combine with an astonishing ignorance about 
public	issues.

These are frightening tendencies in a country with enormous military power and 
technologies	of	vast	capacity	for	surveillance	and	control.	The	prospect	of	a	shrinking	
electorate,	gerrymandered	on	top	of	voter	alienation,	makes	democracy	itself	fragile.	
There	are	several	ways	we	could	respond	to	this	crisis,	including	to	ignore	it.	Or	if	

there is a crisis, one argument goes, It doesn’t have much to do with us; its development is 
long-term and its solutions outside our role. If we do our work well, educated men and 
women will come into their own political views and act as they like.	Taken	one	step	fur-
ther, we could argue that a serious liberal education, by virtue of its robust insistence on 
deep analytic skills that cross disciplines and its equal insistence on the arts and imagina-
tion, would prompt among young people an openness to the world and a capacity for 
critical	literacy	when	confronted	by	political	leadership	that	lies	and	deflects	or	by	eco-
nomic	and	environmental	crises	that	demand	public	action.	Implicit	in	this	argument	is	
the	idea	that	the	republic	is	safe	because	broadly	educated	people	will	care	for	it.
But	one	simple	question	is,	How’s this working out for us? In too many universities 

and colleges, we are graduating competent and literate persons who have never studied 
civic	issues	deeply	or	had	the	practical	experience	of	solving	public	issues.	Even	among	
those of us who care deeply about liberal learning and the role of the arts and imagina-
tion in higher education, there is often hesitation about political engagement or about 
insisting	that	our	students	confront	civic	issues.	In	practical	terms,	this	results	in	a	failure	to	
have civic requirements for graduation or move community 
engagement from the margins to the center of a curriculum 
or	a	campus.

If higher education takes its democratic role seriously, 
it has to go beyond civic learning or the formality of 
teaching	 about	 civic	 institutions.	This	 appears	 quite	
obviously necessary in a country where huge percentages 
of our people cannot name the three branches of govern-
ment and cannot name the men and women who repre-
sent	them	in	Congress.	But	making	sure	students	know	
these bare minimums or learn the rudimentary outlines of history and geography must be 
joined	with	two	other	learnings,	both	of	which	have	everything	to	do	with	well-being.
First,	the	growing	diversity	of	America	requires	a	sensibility	of	inclusion	and	respect	

and	a	capacity	to	work	with	groups	and	individuals	different	from	oneself.	This	is	one	
civic skill, at least, in which there is an echo in the career conversation: business managers 
in	the	new	America	consistently	request	that	employees	work	collaboratively	across	differ-
ences.	But	a	sensibility	of	inclusion	and	an	openness	to	difference	are	absolutely	required	
for	political	change;	anyone	who	actually	practices	politics	in	most	American	cities	
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knows	that	multi-cultural	and	multi-ethnic	coalitions	are	the	future.	We	need	to	emphasize	
the degree to which this capacity depends on a certain emotional and intuitive openness, 
a	personal	connection	to	the	other	in	which	individuals	see	themselves	in	others.

This happens unevenly, I would argue, on most campuses and in classrooms and even 
less	so	in	the	increasingly	popular	e-classroom.	Yet	it	does	happen	on	campuses	at	which	
there is intentional leadership to raise issues of diversity and inclusion, and it is one of 
the	reasons	diversity	is	an	actual	necessity	on	college	and	university	campuses.	But	it	takes	
more than the formality of diversity; it also takes a certain willingness to be open about 
race	and	class	and	privilege	among	faculty	and	staff	and	student	leaders	themselves.	
When students can talk, even if guardedly at first, about their own experiences of race 
and class and gender, when they can tie together the formalities of academic discourse 
and analytics with these experiences, when they are given the room to speak and listen, 
then	something	deeply	personal	can	emerge,	and	a	community	can	develop.
These	conversations	are	often	messy	and	can	lead	to	disruption	and	conflict.	Look	at	

the multiple instances in which discussion of micro-aggressions and race prompts tough 
arguments and tougher judgments and tests the protocols of campus discussion, and you 
can	see	why	lots	of	colleges	and	universities	are	wary.	Yet	it	is	only	when	these	issues	are	
aired	in	all	their	complexity	and	tension	that	a	deeper	listening	and	learning	can	happen.	
One	could	argue—indeed	many	do—that	the	generation	of	community	among	differ-

ence is a good in itself or that the deeply personal transformations associated with a genuine 
regard	for	the	other	is	a	sign	of	maturity.	But	the	forms	of	public	agency	required	in	the	
current	social	transformation	of	the	country	require	these	dispositions	as	well.	
Second,	an	education	in	democratic	practice	is	one	in	which	practical	experience	matters.	

To learn about the formalities of power without engaging power does not adequately 
prepare	students	for	confronting	the	issues	that	define	our	current	crisis.	If	we	are	hopeful	
that students learn political engagement, we must support their initiatives and their 
involvement.	And	indeed	on	many	campuses	across	the	country,	there	are	initiatives	
around voter registration and voter mobilization or local organizing around rent, trans-
portation, minimum wages, police violence, poverty, race relations, immigration, and 
the	rights	of	undocumented	persons.	Whatever	the	particular	focus	or	issue,	when	students	
come off campus and engage or engage on the campus itself, they experience of public 
life	in	a	way	that	can	link	the	abstract	to	the	concrete,	the	personal	to	the	social.

hoW CAn We ground these refleCtions in A sPeCifiC Context?
De	Anza	College	is	a	large	and	diverse	community	college,	one	of	113	public	community	
colleges	in	California.	We	have	23,000	students	who	reflect	the	ethnic,	class,	cultural,	
and	linguistic	diversity	that	is	California	(and	soon	the	nation).	We	have	a	reputation	for	
excellent	academic	work,	high	transfer	rates	to	universities,	and	successful,	technical	programs.	
Our	student	success	and	persistence	rates	are	always	among	the	highest	in	the	state	and	
country.	At	the	same	time,	roughly	85	percent	of	our	students	lack	college-level	math	
and	compositional	skills	when	they	first	enroll.	We	have	large	percentages	of	poor	and	
first generation students, many of them immigrants, many of them undocumented; 
their	ages	vary	widely,	and	many	are	raising	families.	Despite	their	test	scores	coming	in,	
we know these students are incredibly talented and capable: more than 70 percent of 
them speak at least two languages and have navigated the complexities of race and class 
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and	poverty	to	get	themselves	to	us	and	stay.	They	are	joined	by	other	students	better	
prepared	in	formal	terms	who	choose	to	start	with	us.

How do we think about agency for these students or about an education that ade-
quately prepares them to live in the increasingly divided and inequitable world of Silicon 
Valley,	California,	the	United	States?	We	start	with	an	appreciation	of	their	current	
strengths, of the agency and perseverance that bring them across the valley on two-hour 
bus	rides,	of	their	determination	to	work	two	jobs	and	raise	children	while	studying.	We	start	
with	the	power	they	already	have—name	it,	identify	it,	call	it	out—after	all	too	many	of	
them	have	not	thought	of	themselves	as	successful,	much	less	as	powerful.	In	our	first-year	
program	we	call	it	“decolonizing	your	education,”	and	bring	education	itself	into	view	as	
an	object	of	reflection	and	action	rather	than	as	an	assumed	environment	one	navigates	
silently	and	alone.
At	one	level,	our	programs	are	conventional.	We	offer	

credits and degrees and transfer programs, and we aim for 
self-consciousness on the part of students as they each 
choose their majors, their course patterns, and their future 
work.	All	colleges	and	universities	do	this,	more	or	less	suc-
cessfully.	We	know	our	students	want	transferable	credits	
and skills and the personal choices that come from gaining 
them.	At	the	same	time	we	are	clear	that	the	college	wants	
more for our students, and the students themselves demon-
strate	time	and	time	again	that	they	want	more	as	well.	They	
want educations for their contexts; they want to understand 
inequality,	poverty,	racism,	gender,	and	religious	conflict;	
they want to intervene in the social process; they want to 
gain the experience of engaging in public issues, fighting for 
policies	and	projects,	organizing—not	all	of	them,	of	course,	
but	a	large	and	growing	number	of	them.
For	a	growing	number	of	our	students,	in	other	words,	

well-being cannot exist alone in the growing agency of the singular self that prepares to 
fit	into	a	system	that	has	already	proven	itself	too	indifferent	or	too	callous.	For	any	college	
campus with significant numbers of non-white students, the escalating violence against 
young	men	of	color	is	deeply	frightening.	For	those	of	us	in	Silicon	Valley,	the	coexistence	
of	deep	poverty	and	enormous	wealth	is	in	your	face:	30	percent	of	children	in	Santa	Clara	
County	go	hungry	while	70	percent	of	the	country’s	venture	capital	is	invested	within	
twenty	miles	of	the	campus.	On	a	campus	of	great	cultural	diversity,	the	easy	proclamations	
of	racism	and	nativism	by	presidential	candidates	are	taken	personally.	
So	the	college	must	lead.	We	have	programs	in	social	change	leadership,	community	

conversations on race and xenophobia, a new graduation requirement in sustainability, 
an	institute	for	“democracy	in	action.”	We	have	an	activist	student	government	with	an	
independent budget that supports public representation of student interests and multiple 
student	organizations	that	reflect	different	political	and	social	perspectives.	
More	important,	we	have	an	increasing	number	of	faculty	who	actively	seek	ways	to	

connect their courses to contemporary issues and who encourage their students to organize 
and	play	roles	in	their	communities.	This	is	not	restricted	to	the	social	sciences	but	extends	
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into	our	most	technical	programs.	Accounting	students	provide	tax	assistance	in	poor	
communities, auto tech students make the single largest annual donation in Silicon Valley 
to the local food bank, and environmental science students work in local environmental 
struggles.	De	Anza	students	were	among	the	most	active	organizers	in	a	recent	state	tax	
initiative, provided leadership for a local minimum wage campaign, and are now organizing 
around	rent	control,	housing,	and	local	public	transportation	campaigns.	They	led	the	
campaign to have our foundation become the first community college foundation in the 
country	to	divest	from	fossil	fuels.	
Finally,	we	are	trying	to	create	a	public	environment	in	which	there	is	constant	dialogue	

on	the	core	issues	of	our	region	and	of	the	nation.	This	means	public	debate	on	race	and	
gender; annual programs on civil liberties and civil rights; conferences on global poverty 
and climate change; presentations of public art, poetry, and the spoken word; and a free 
speech	area	in	which	religious	debate	and	music	compete	for	time	and	audiences.	We	have	
a commuter campus, and our students stay on campus twice as long as the national average, 
have	an	annual	Occupy	tent	city,	and	often	challenge	the	college	administration	on	our	
own	issues	(parking,	student	wages	and	hours,	environmental	sustainability).

In this real place with real students, I have seen a blossoming of talent, and generosity, 
and	civic	skill.	Students	have	taught	us	the	need	to	take	care	of	each	other	and	to	ask	for	
help	because	institutional	change	is	hard	and	demanding.	In	our	social	change	leadership	
certificate program, our faculty offer sections on self-care, the dynamics of non-violent 
communication,	and	cultural	humility.	The	students	create	a	space	in	which	they	can	provide	
comfort and care for each other, deconstruct their work and its frustrations, and learn to 
listen.	These	too	are	civic	skills,	part	of	gaining	a	sense	of	agency	that	can	be	sustained	
over	a	lifetime.
De	Anza	College	is	one	of	230	community	college	campuses	across	the	country	that	

have joined together in a national coalition committed to the principle that our students 
deserve	an	education	in	democracy.	There	is	not	a	singular	template	for	what	the	Democracy	
Commitment	means,	and	each	college	acts	in	its	own	particular	environment.	There	are	
multiple initiatives, curricular forms, community projects and programs, and a deep pluralism 
in	the	theoretical	(or	ideological)	dispositions	of	our	campuses.	But	at	its	core	is	a	view	
of student agency, the belief that our students must learn to act in the public world and 
join	with	others	to	solve	public	issues.	
Citizenship	without	agency	is	abstract	and	meaningless.	Well-being	without	agency	is	

illusion, and well-being without the capacity for action in the face of crisis is a contradiction 
in	terms.	
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Spirit, truth, and the Bright colors of Books: 
institutional Well-Being and Productive 

Disorder at a Black Women’s college
Mona Phillips

“Helga Crane sat alone in her room, which at that hour, eight in the evening, 
was in soft gloom. Only a single reading lamp, dimmed by a great black and red 
shade, made a pool of light on the blue Chinese carpet, on the bright covers of the 
books which she had taken down from their long shelves, on the white pages of 
the opened one selected, on the shining brass bowl crowded with many-colored 
nasturtiums beside her on the low table, and on the oriental silk which covered 
the stool at her slim feet.”—nellA lArsen, Quicksand1

“Three great things are necessary for the spiritual equipment of an institution of 
learning: Freedom of Spirit, Self-Knowledge, and a recognition of the Truth. 
These are trite phrases, but they are none-the-less eternally true; and first of all 
comes Freedom of Spirit.”—W.e.b. du bois,	“Diuturni	Silenti”2

there is PAniC in the Air.	I	can	taste	it.	It	follows	me	into	the	classroom,	my	office,	
my grading, my interactions with students who are in their own state of panic about money, 
debt,	lost	and	wasted	time—panic.	

Words buzz around me and come at such a pace as to form one word:  
innovationtechnologyassessmentinquirybasedlearningactiveclassroomstedexonlineoutcomes- 
valueadded —word	panic	masquerading	as	progress.	Colleges	and	universities	compete	
for students they are not sure they really understand but are certain are different in some 
fundamental	way	than	students	of	the	past.	The	Department	of	Education’s	policies	are	
crafted	inside	of	an	ideology	of	statistics.	The Chronicle of Higher Education, Academe, 
and	other	publications	offer	some	comfort:	Yes!	A	humanities	professor	in	Oregon,	for	
Pete’s	sake,	has	just	written	my	truth.	I	am	not	alone	in	my	panic	and	disorder.	
I	work,	however,	in	an	institution—a	historically	black	college	for	women—that	is	

situated in a particular racial and gender political national context that harkens back to 
the	early	20th	century.	Historically	black	colleges	and	universities	(HBCUs),	and	more	
recently,	women’s	colleges,	carry	the	extra	burden	of	proving	themselves	just	as	good	
because options are open to college-bound black and female students that were not there 
in	previous	centuries,	and	race	remains	a	stubborn	marker	of	value.	As	HBCUs	and	



186 Well-Being and Higher Education

women’s	colleges	enter	the	competition	for	the	best	students,	the	often	unspoken	recruit-
ment	message	must	be:	We	are	good—too. Our	campuses	are	wired—too. We have state-
of-the-art	wellness	facilities—too. Our	students	are	actually	more likely	to	get	into	top	flight	
medical	and	professional	schools.3 

In the early twentieth century, Negro colleges were not historically black, and train 
station depots clearly identified the traveling statuses of women and colored. It was in 
those	pre	post-racial	times	that	W.E.B.	Du	Bois	named	the	question:	“How	does	it	feel	
to	be	a	Problem?”4	It	was	in	the	pre-racially	complex	times	that	Anna	Julia	Cooper	gave	
us	the	beautifully	crafted	dilemma	of	a	traveling	middle-class,	well-educated,	elite	Black	
woman:	“Under	which	head	do	I	come?”5 Nella Larsen in Quicksand and	later	Alice	Walker	
in Meridian, in similarly cruel times, could ponder the regimentation and obedience that 
ordered	Naxos	and	Saxon,	their	fictional	Negro	colleges.	It	was	in	the	time	before	the	
Negro	college	became	historically	black	that	Du	Bois	exhorted	Fisk	University	in	a	1924	
speech	that	it	must	tell	the	truth	about	Southern	racism,	and	that	the	college’s	emphasis	
on	discipline	was	killing	ideas.6 In those less-wired times, black intellectuals asked: What 
is the cost of order in Negro colleges? Where is Truth? Where is the institutional embrace 
of	the	“lovely,	lovely,	brightly	colored	books?”	It	could	certainly	be	argued	that	Du	Bois’s	
Truth and Spirit	and	Larsen’s	brightly	colored	books	are	concepts	embedded	in	contem-
porary discussions about the efficiency of the liberal arts and humanities, but there is 
some	value	in	threading	today’s	debates	through	history	since	the	past	is	always	with	us,	
and evidence of experience was not always reduced to a statistically significant relationship 
between	two	variables,	thereby	freeing	the	tongue	and	the	pen.

I am suggesting three things in this essay: first, the questions asked by black intellectuals 
in previous centuries should be asked now by historically black and majority colleges 
and universities; second, the intellectual well-being and spirit of historically black insti-
tutions depend on us saying out loud what we know to be true, especially since our deep 
frustration	and	orderly	anger	with	the	latest	dictates	from	the	Department	of	Education	
and regional accreditation bodies have not commanded respect;7and third, the larger 
arena	of	American	higher	education	would	benefit	from	the	forceful	assertions	of	Truth 
and Spirit coming from colleges and universities that are now historically black and 
timid	women’s	colleges.
What,	specifically,	would	Du	Bois’s	and	Larsen’s	Truth and Spirit and colors look like, 

sound like in the twenty-first century? 
Historically	black	and	women’s	colleges	can	now	perhaps	question	their	institutional	

histories	and	release	them	from	the	traditional	narrative	of	triumph.	Brown	and	Emory	
Universities,	in	Du	Bois’s	Spirit of intellectual and political confidence, systematically 
unpacked	their	histories	to	reveal	slave	trade	profits	and	other	racial	complexities.	Students	
and faculty at Princeton are now asking whether it is fitting to have President Woodrow 
Wilson occupy such a prominent place in their institutional narrative without scrutiny 
of	his	attitudes	and	policies	about	race.	Lovely,	productive	disorder	and	intellectual	energy	
would	emerge	from	the	self-examination	of	HBCUs	of	our	founders	and	luminaries:	
What	were	their	attitudes	toward	race	and	class?	Is	it	possible	now	to	insert	“lifelong,	
committed	partners”	in	official	descriptions	of	my	college’s	founders	Harriet	P.	Giles	and	
Sophia	B.	Packard	and	perhaps	give	rise	to	an	environment	in	which	we	begin	to	name	
out loud the ways in which heteronormativity is at the core of everything we do? Who knows? 
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Perhaps	following	the	lead	of	HBCUs,	other	colleges	may	decide	that	examination	of	
one’s	own	past	is	not	a	luxury	only	wealthy	colleges	can	afford.
Are	HBCUs	the	ones	to	say	aloud	that	education	in	the	United	States	is	located	

simultaneously in discourses and ideologies of merit, progress, uplift, hope, and 
change—as	well	as	systems	of	profit	and	commodification	that	require	education	to	be	
new,	different,	and	responsive	to	shifting	demands	of	the	market?	That	education’s	
simultaneous	location	in	the	country’s	founding	ideals	and	capitalism	produces	the	
notion of generationally-unique students, new pedagogies, webinars, pamphlets, work-
shops, consultancies, administrative posts, and bureaucracies? I suggest that since the 
panic-inducing creation of the new and improved has particular implications for the 
Spirit, Truth and brightly colored books at colleges and universities that always must 
prove their value, there are no better places to take the lead in naming and resisting 
panic	than	those	very	colleges	and	universities—HBCUs	and	women’s	colleges.
I	have	said	very	little	about	students	in	this	essay,	and	that	is	intentional.	Writing	and	

talking	about	our	students	at	HBCUs	and	women’s	colleges	can	be	tricky	if	we	try	to	avoid	
describing	them	as	different.	Yes,	there	are	questions	to	be	
asked about differential preparation, what (most, by the 
way)	students	do	not	know	about	U.S.	history,	and	their	
reluctance to engage with what I am optimistically calling 
“brightly	colored	books.”8

But	I	am	most	concerned	here	about	the	intellectual	table	
we	set	for	students,	and	I	am	advocating	that	the	HBCU	
asks hard questions about itself, the enterprise in which we 
are engaged, and that we say out loud what we know to be 
true.	In	fact,	our	students	are	embedded	in	their	own	locations	
of productive disorder, political agitation, and information 
sharing,	such	as	#Blacklivesmatter;	#Sayhername;	lesbian,	
gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersexual, asexual activist 
organizations;	blogs;	and	Facebook.	I	wonder	if	students	come	prepared	for	productive	
disorder,	and	we	give	them	strenuous	rigidity	and	a	“machine,”	not	Helga’s	“sumptuous	
purples	and	deep	reds.”9

Productive	disorder	always	reveals	inner	tensions	and	competing	interests	and	ideologies.	
In	a	disordered	institution,	drawing	on	the	scholarship	done	by	Black	women	at	HBCUS	
and	women’s	colleges,	we	would	theorize	and	talk	out	loud	about	male	privilege	and	
whiteness inside	HBCUs,	subjects	too	often	marginalized	or	taboo.10	Just	think	how	the	
often cramped and predictable conversations about racism and patriarchy in higher education 
would	be	blown	open	when	HBCUs	confidently	enter	the	ideas	arena	with	knowledge	
claims about our own lovely disorder? Taking our own students lead, we should do it 
before someone does it for	us.
Often	colleges	that	correctly	perceive	themselves	to	be	policed,	scrutinized,	and	

judged	more	than	others	strive	to	present	the	most	ordered	faces	possible	to	the	world.	
But	to	what	end?	As	Du	Bois	said	in	1924,	“They	[know]	‘Jim	Crow’	cars;	they	know	
the	effects	of	disfranchisement;	they	know	personal	and	persistent	insult.	You	cannot	
teach these children honesty as long as you dishonestly deny these truths which they 
know	all	too	well.”11

I am most concerned here 
about the intellectual table 
we set for students, and 
I am advocating that the 
HBCU asks hard questions 
about itself, the enterprise 
in which we are engaged, 
and that we say out loud 
what we know to be true
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21
Essay

the PurPose of A College degree is to prepare students to be engaged and responsible 
citizens and to equip them with knowledge and skills to live their lives authentically with 
greater meaning and purpose.	Of	course,	this	includes	cultivating	a	life	of	meaningful	
work, yet too often, students begin their college careers selecting academic majors because 
they	want	to	follow	someone	else’s	path,	or	they	want	to	please	everyone	but	themselves.	
It is not unusual to hear the story of a graduate who lands a high-paying job on Wall Street 
only	to	discover	a	few	years	later	that	her	life	is	void	of	passion	and	intent.1

A	recent	example	unfolded	when	a	group	of	five	undergraduate	recipients	of	an	endowed	
scholarship for student well-being met with the donor during a recognition luncheon at 
George	Mason	University.	As	students	began	to	introduce	themselves,	the	donor	asked	
them	to	talk	about	how	they	selected	their	academic	majors.	One	of	the	students	talked	
passionately about her dreams of wanting to be an elementary school teacher since she 
was	in	the	eighth	grade.	She	described	how	she	wanted	to	make	a	difference	in	children’s	
lives	through	education.	As	she	was	applying	for	colleges	and	looking	at	schools	that	
offered education degrees, her mother showed her the household monthly bills and 
explained	that	she	could	not	survive	on	a	teacher’s	salary.	Her	mother	persuaded	her	to	
major	in	health	sciences	so	that	she	could	get	a	“good	job”	upon	graduation.	The	student	
proceeded	to	tell	the	donor	that	she	was	majoring	in	nursing.	All	but	one	of	the	remaining	
students	in	the	room	shared	similar	stories.	Their	conversations	continued	about	their	
yearning to find greater meaning and purpose in their lives despite the practical reasons 
for	how	they	selected	their	academic	majors.
A	successful	college	education	today	extends	beyond	preparing	students	to	think	critically,	

communicate	well,	and	solve	complex	problems.	These	time-honored	educational	processes	
and outcomes remain vital to prepare students for the challenges of the 21st century 
workforce.	Our	opportunity	(and	our	obligation)	in	higher	education	is	to	go	further—
to create and sustain educational environments in which students can fully examine 
what it means to have lives well-lived.	Beyond	the	goal	of	helping	students	get	good	jobs	
upon graduation, we can embrace an expanded set of outcomes that will truly prepare 
students	for	today’s	rapidly	changing,	multifaceted,	and	interconnected	world.	
Focusing	on	well-being	in	college	can	help	guide	students	towards	life	paths	that	include	

experiencing	greater	meaning,	pursuing	higher	goals,	giving	to	others,	and	thriving	in	life’s	
many	important	domains.	Increasing	students’	well-being	during	college	can	lead	to	a	
greater likelihood of degree completion and a positive effect on their emotional and psy-
chological	health.2	When	institutions	of	higher	education	commit	to	increasing	students’	
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well-being, they are, in fact, preparing them to address real world challenges with a deeper 
sense of compassion and connection to others in an integrated world that includes many 
diverse	communities.	As	we	envision	a	world	in	which	more	people	are	thriving	and	
fewer are languishing, our graduates will be leaders in contributing knowledge and tools 
that	can	facilitate	optimal	human	functioning.

The development of a multidisciplinary science around well-being has made it possible 
for diverse organizations and institutions to create conditions that cultivate and support 
the	well-being	needs	of	their	members.	Entire	countries	such	as	Bhutan,	Ecuador,	and	
the	United	Kingdom	have	made	policy	changes	that	support	human	flourishing.	These	
include the development and implementation of rigorous indexes and measures, such as 
the	Gross	National	Happiness	(GNH)	index,	which	is	used	to	measure	health	and	
well-being	beyond	traditional	economic	indicators.	Companies	such	as	Google,	General	
Mills,	and	Green	Mountain	Coffee	have	made	large-scale	changes	and	commitments	
that	positively	facilitate	employee	well-being.3 While some might question whether their 
motives in making these investments are strictly for bottom-line purposes, programs like 

these are having a positive effect on the emotional and physical 
health	of	employees.4	And	the	roster	of	countries,	companies,	
and municipalities that are making well-being a top priority 
is	growing.5 

Higher education is also increasingly paying attention to 
well-being, even though well-being, from our perspective, has 
a	long	history	in	the	academy	and	the	disciplines.	Historically,	
many university and college mission statements aspired to 
the holistic education of students and encouraged them to 

formulate philosophies of life embedded in ideals of responsible citizenship and civic 
engagement.	The	humanities,	of	course,	have	always	been	grounded	in	central	notions	of	
what it means to live fully in a complex and interdependent world; the social sciences and 
natural	sciences	have	a	strong	record	of	contribution	to	human	flourishing	(e.g.,	in	medical	
and	health	sciences,	social	justice,	psychology,	and	sociology).	And	while	these	ideals	remain	
embedded in the central premise of a successful college education, the unfortunate rise 
of vocationalism6 and an overemphasis of institutional ranking systems have distracted 
our	attention	away	from	a	commitment	to	the	holistic	education	of	our	students.

There are many additional compelling reasons for universities and colleges to make 
major	commitments	to	students’	well-being.	Chief	among	these	is	the	growing	number	
of	students	who	enter	our	ranks	with	documented	emotional	health	concerns.	The	emotional	
health	self-ratings	of	students	dropped	to	the	lowest	point	in	history	in	2014	at	2.3	per-
centage	points	lower	than	entering	college	freshmen	in	2013.7 In 2014, college counseling 
center directors reported monumental increases in students with significant emotional 
and	psychological	health	issues	in	the	last	five	years.8 

We have an uncommon advantage today in advancing the goal of transforming under-
graduate education with well-being as a core purpose of higher education for philosophical 
and	pragmatic	reasons.	This	requires	an	inclusive,	coherent,	and	comprehensive	agenda	
and, perhaps more importantly, a genuine commitment from all levels of our institutions 
to make well-being a responsibility of faculty and staff that spans programmatic and 
structural	boundaries.

Entire countries such as 
Bhutan, Ecuador, and 
the United Kingdom have 
made policy changes that 
support human flourishing
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the CAse for A university-Wide CoMMitMent to Well-being

In	December	2013,	George	Mason	University	included	well-being	as	one	of	twelve	strategic	
goals	in	its	2015-2025	strategic	plan.	Our	vision	at	George	Mason	University	is	to	become	
a	model	“well-being	university”—a	place	at	which	students,	faculty,	and	staff	learn	what	it	
means to have lives well-lived and how to respond well to a full range of emotions and chal-
lenges.	A	series	of	grassroots	efforts	preceded	this	highly	visible	institutional	commitment	
to	become	a	model	well-being	university.	These	early	efforts	created	favorable	conditions	
that allowed major stakeholders from across the institution, 
including	students,	to	shape	this	agenda.	
As	early	as	2005,	undergraduate	and	graduate	academic	

courses on the science and practice of well-being appeared 
in	the	course	catalog.	University	leaders	(faculty	and	staff)	and	
alumni were introduced to strengths-based leadership 
approaches	and	appreciative	inquiry	methods.9 In 2009, a 
university-wide center dedicated to advancing the science 
and	application	of	well-being	was	established	with	a	major	gift.	
This center began immediately to sponsor conferences, work-
shops, mini research grants for faculty, and other programs 
offered	in	partnership	with	other	university	units.	An	under-
graduate, living-learning community with the theme of mind-
ful	living	was	created	to	expose	students	to	formal	knowledge	and	life	enhancing	skills.	
An	academic	minor,	open	to	all	students,	in	consciousness	and	transformation	was	created.	

Throughout the institution, it was becoming evident that this movement was unfolding 
and	the	tent	was	getting	bigger.	By	2013,	well-being	had	become	a	unifying	force	that	
attracted faculty members from a wide range of fields and disciplines and student affairs 
professionals	from	varying	programs	and	services.	It	became	apparent	that	questions	and	
issues of well-being extended beyond the conventional disciplines of psychology, philosophy, 
and religious studies to include economics, education, sociology, music, dance, and 
integrative	studies,	as	examples.10

Partnerships	and	collaborations	between	academic	and	student	affairs	to	facilitate	students’	
well-being	were	well	underway.	The	value	of	these	relationships	cannot	be	overstated,	as	these	
partnerships played vital roles in expanding programs, finding shared interests, and moving 
the	vision	forward	in	surprising	ways.	For	example,	faculty	researchers	worked	with	student	
affairs colleagues to examine existing institutional student data and create new surveys that 
expanded	traditional	approaches	to	measuring	student	success	and	retention.	Working	with	
the athletic department, researchers and administrative faculty members designed and carried 
out	an	experiment	using	mindfulness	practices	with	Mason’s	men’s	and	women’s	basketball	
teams.	While	the	bottom-up	efforts	met	the	top-level	declaration	serendipitously,	other	shifts	
were	happening	organically	within	the	institutional	culture.	Well-being	became	a	unifying	force	
for	students,	faculty,	staff,	and	university	leaders.

the riPPle effeCt

In	leading	change,	the	process	is	as	equally	important	as	the	outcome.11	At	Mason,	
intentional efforts were made to build a coalition, create a vision from the bottom up, 
and	empower	others	to	act.	Kotter	outlines	these	steps	in	leading	transformations	and	

Our vision at George Mason 
University is to become a 
model “well-being university”– 
a place at which students, 
faculty, and staff learn what 
it means to have lives 
well-lived and how to 
respond well to a full range 
of emotions and challenges
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explains	how	change	efforts	often	fail	when	these	phases	are	skipped	in	the	process.12 
Other	leadership	scholars	argue	that	a	shared	vision	developed	by	individuals	at	all	levels	
of	an	organization	is	a	more	effective	leadership	approach	that	results	in	lasting	change.13 
At	Mason,	these	efforts	came	together	most	visibly	in	the	formation	of	university-wide	
learning	communities	on	well-being.	The	learning	communities	became	the	vehicle	for	
crafting a shared vision and agenda on institutionalizing well-being and allowed major 
stakeholders	to	take	ownership	of	the	strategies	to	reach	these	shared	goals.	Intentional	efforts	
were made at the onset to practice shared and collaborative leadership while acknowledging 
the	opportunities	and	challenges	of	leading	a	major	institutional	change	effort.

The first well-being learning community launched as a grassroots effort in 2013 and 
included	university	leaders,	faculty,	staff,	and	students	from	across	the	institution.	This	
group	was	charged	with	creating	a	blueprint	for	Mason’s	well-being	university	initiative.	

Early on, the group coalesced around a clear commitment to measuring well-being 
and using those results to design programs and services that positively affect the well-
being	of	students	and	employees.	Not	surprisingly,	definitional	issues	came	to	the	fore-
front	of	the	conversation.	This	was	a	complex	and	challenging	task	given	the	diverse	
range	of	disciplines	and	backgrounds	of	the	learning	community	members.	After	nearly	
six months of discussion and debate, a university-wide definition of well-being emerged 
that	met	the	group’s	criteria	in	terms	of	measurement,	communication,	and	programming.	
At	Mason	we	have	defined	well-being	as	building a life of vitality, purpose, resilience, 
and engagement.

Strategic priorities were identified, including integration of well-being courses in the 
general	education	program	and	in	academic	and	career	advising.	The	university	entered	a	
formal	partnership	with	The	Gallup	Organization	to	assist	in	measuring	attitudes	regarding	
well-being	among	undergraduate	students	and	alumni.	Gallup’s	StrengthsFinder	operating	
system was installed, and students, faculty, and staff were able to access this self-discovery 
tool	on	talent	identification	for	free.	
Making	StrengthsFinder	available	widely	assists	the	institution	in	creating	and	sustaining	a	

strengths-based	culture,	one	of	the	primary	goals	of	the	initiative.	Many	instructors	have	
used this assessment to help establish learning communities in the classroom; academic 
advisers	are	using	StrengthsFinder	to	increase	students’	self-efficacy	and	agency	as	they	make	
decisions	about	their	academic	majors	and	career	choices.	An	academic	college	embedded	
this assessment in two core required courses for its majors and provided faculty development 
for	instructors	and	the	college’s	academic	advisors.	A	university-wide	entity	was	formed,	
Mason	Strengths	Academy,	the	goal	of	which	is	to	provide	resources	and	ongoing	learning	
for	all	community	members.

In 2014, a second well-being university learning community was formed to lay the 
foundation for the well-being agenda and to raise greater awareness among all university 
stakeholders.	This	learning	community	played	a	critical	role	in	advocating	for	integrative	
efforts.	It	also	guarded	against	a	temptation	toward	fragmentation	in	which	student	affairs	
claims responsibility for the well-being of students, and human resources assumes this 
role	for	staff	and	faculty.	Learning	community	members	served	as	ambassadors	and	helped	
to create and lead a wide variety of programming that included a month-long, university-wide 
celebration and inquiry on well-being called Spring into Well-Being, a common book reading 
for incoming students focused on well-being, and a series of faculty and staff development 
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activities	and	student-led	programs.	Upper-class	students	developed	a	well-being	peer	educator	
program designed to inspire students to engage in their own self-development and to 
expose	students	to	the	wide	range	of	university	resources	focused	on	well-being.	Major	
units worked together to create employee certificate programs and faculty curriculum 
transformation	projects	on	well-being.	

the Well-being eCosysteM

Striving for institutional coherence of efforts and engagement resulted in a greater commitment 
to what we came to see as an emerging and vibrant well-being university ecosystem (see 
Figure	1).	Central	to	this	ecosystem	is	a	set	of	core	values	that	guide	
the	evolution	of	this	initiative—using	a	grassroots	approach,	main-
taining	support	from	the	institution’s	senior	leadership,	sustaining	
academic and student affairs partnerships, sharing common language 
(definitional and learning outcomes), and working from a shared set 
of	priorities.	The	ecosystem	model	demonstrates	the	breadth	and	
depth	of	Mason’s	well-being	university	and	also	serves	as	means	to	
measure	our	progress.	The	well-being	ecosystem	model	is	meant	to	be	
dynamic	and	fluid,	and	invites	a	diverse	set	of	stakeholders	to	advance	
the	various	dimensions.	For	example,	a	university	well-being	measure-
ment advisory committee was formed to provide consultation on 
institutional surveys on well-being and on other unit-level measure-
ment	activities	that	include	well-being	domains.	Committee	representatives	include	senior	
research faculty, institutional assessment office staff, student affairs educators, and well-being 
university	learning	community	liaisons.

Figure 1.
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ChAllenges And oPPortunities Moving forWArd

Making	a	university-wide	commitment	to	well-being	is	a	bold	goal	and	one	that	introduces	
a	new	value	proposition	about	what	a	successful	college	education	includes.	These	efforts	
are aimed at helping students early on in their college careers to achieve greater purpose 
and	meaning	in	their	lives.	Ideally,	students	will	become	more	resilient,	know	how	to	
establish quality relationships, experience equanimity in adverse situations, and live life 
in	congruence	with	their	core	values.
This	type	of	commitment	also	comes	with	challenges.	Current	realities	can	seem	antithetical	

to a well-being agenda and can result in tensions that cannot easily be mitigated by this 
vision.	For	example,	the	effects	of	state	budgets	on	tuition	hikes,	faculty	workload	increases,	
and growing gaps in faculty and staff salaries seemingly detract from our ideals of human 
flourishing.	After	decades	of	civil	rights	passages,	social	justice	issues	continue	to	be	
unresolved	and	in	some	cases	are	exacerbated	by	our	very	institutional	cultures.	Sexual	
violence continues to plague campuses and makes gains in well-being nearly impossible 
for	victims.	Institutional	senior	leaders	face	growing	pressures	that	distract	them	from	a	
focus	on	promoting	a	well-being	agenda.	For	naysayers,	late	adopters,	and	cynics,	well-
being can become a moniker for why becoming a university committed to well-being is 
an	untenable	goal.	

However, from our perspective, these same challenges and tensions provide vital insights 
that can be addressed using well-being as a framework to create conditions that facilitate 
human	flourishing	within	our	locus	of	control.	This	requires	greater	risk	taking	and	
vulnerability in bringing stakeholders together to deeply examine structural and political 
structures	that	might	hinder	progress	on	advancing	a	well-being	agenda.	Well-being	can	
be	a	unifying	force	at	institutional	levels	and	for	all	of	higher	education.
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Essay

Curricular Infusion of  
Well-Being and science
Joan B. Riley & Heidi G. Elmendorf

trAditionAlly PerCeived As disCiPlines that deal principally with evidence-based 
knowledge and cognitive learning dimensions, the sciences are unlikely disciplines in which 
to expect faculty to integrate affective and meta-cognitive learning goals or to provide students 
the	opportunity	to	examine	issues	of	well-being.	The	common	structure	of	science	courses	and	
many	other	evidence-based	disciplines—a	structure	that	often	includes	a	wide	content	scope,	
a	large	number	of	enrolled	students,	and	a	lecture	format—reinforces	this	perception	
that	well-being	is	unlikely	to	be	an	intentional	goal.	So	why	and	how	do	faculty	in	the	sciences	
assume the responsibility of incorporating a dimension of well-being into their courses?

the ChAllenges ACross higher eduCAtion

Issues of well-being are important concerns to all students; they understand that challenges 
to their own goals, identities, and emotional lives can affect their academic success and 
impede	their	progression	toward	graduation.	Many	respond	to	the	suggestion	that	they	
take	the	opportunity	to	seek	help;	self-identification	of	stress,	for	example,	is	ubiquitous.	
It is hardly surprising that at many colleges and universities, counseling centers and health 
services	report	seeing	increasing	numbers	of	students.	
Colleges	must	confront	problems	associated	with	student	well-being	as	challenges,	yet	

exactly	who	can	and	should	address	these	challenges	may	be	unclear.	While	faculty	most	often	
interact with students directly, their roles in higher education are traditionally circumscribed 
to	those	of	scholars	and	teachers.	Consequently,	and	often	purposefully,	faculty	establish	
boundaries	to	emphasize	these	roles	in	the	way	they	conduct	their	courses—to	separate	the	
personal	from	the	intellectual.	At	the	same	time	and	despite	these	constructed	boundaries,	
faculty cannot ignore the fact that many of our students struggle with complications 
regarding	their	well-being	and	that	this	fact	negatively	affects	their	learning.	These	effects	
are clearly evident in our classrooms where we observe behaviors such as sporadic class 
attendance,	missed	assignments,	and	inconsistent	quality	of	work.	How	especially	in	the	
disciplines like the sciences, where faculty are asked to be disinterested scholars and yet 
engaged professors, can support of student well-being be recognized as valued?

goAls of the engelhArd ProjeCt

In	a	November	2013	speech,	Georgetown	University	President	John	DeGioia	described	the	
university’s	responsibility	to	our	students	as	the	following:	“Our	explicit	way	of	supporting	
young people engaged in the most important work in which they can be engaged: 
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learning to know themselves and identifying the conditions that will provide for an 
authentic,	flourishing	life.”1	We	created	the	Engelhard	Project	at	Georgetown	University	
as	a	pathway	to	address	this	challenge	and	to	positively	influence	our	community	by	
bringing efforts to educate the whole student into the classroom, no matter the dis-
cipline.2 The project intentionally targets courses with large enrollments of first and 
second year students to create a course culture that builds community and changes the 
relational	dynamic	between	students	and	faculty.3 The project works with faculty to find 
curricular	content	in	their	courses	that	connects	to	issues	of	well-being—a	process	we	
call curricular infusion.	

To be considered part of the project, a course must include a wellness topic framed 
by readings and class conversation, a visit by a campus health professional or resource 
person,	and	reflective	writings.	While	these	core	elements	may	seem	basic,	the	freedom	
to shape their context allows faculty to apply them in a great variety of unique, engaging 
ways	to	fit	best	within	disciplinary	contexts	and	existing	course	structures.	These	courses	

are then internally referred to as Engelhard courses.	However,	
this designation is not listed in any registration materials 
so as to avoid self-selection bias or self-consciousness 
among student participants, most of who enter without 
specific expectations or even awareness of the curricular 
infusion	component.

While the Engelhard Project began with disciplines 
and courses that already dealt with well-being as part of 
the content, it is striking how broadly the project has 
reached	into	the	curriculum	at	Georgetown.	The	project	
now includes courses across the humanities, arts, social 

sciences, math, and sciences that range in format from large introductory level courses to 
upper-level seminars, including those taught by tenure-line research professors, full-time 
teaching	faculty,	adjunct	faculty,	and	graduate	students.	Collectively,	the	project	has	reached	
15,126	students	in	358	courses	over	the	ten-year	period	of	2005	to	2015.	More	than	
one-third	of	our	first	year	students	take	Engelhard	courses.	
Students	are	not	the	only	individuals	affected	by	the	success	of	the	project.	Faculty	

are motivated to participate for many reasons: an awareness of the importance of these 
issues and a need to engage with them in the classroom; a curiosity about new and inno-
vative pedagogies and the benefit of working with like-minded colleagues; a desire to 
improve their teaching and earn respect from colleagues and students; a goal to deepen 
disciplinary learning by connecting course material to well-being issues; and a desire to 
improve	their	relationships	with	students.	

PedAgogiCAl ChAllenges in lArge introduCtory sCienCes Courses

The greatest numbers of first- and second-year students are enrolled in introductory courses 
within disciplines, and thus these courses represent our primary targets for curricular 
infusion.	Yet	we	have	found	that	these	courses,	especially	in	evidence-based	disciplines	like	
the sciences, also present some of the greatest barriers to curricular infusion because of 
their	size	and	perceived	content.	In	the	following	paragraphs,	we	focus	on	two	courses	
from within this category of pedagogically-challenging courses and describe how curricular 
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infusion was used not only to overcome the challenges, but also to help us collaterally 
minimize	many	other	problems	that	too	often	plague	introductory	courses.	We	believe	
that the challenges and solutions we faced and found are common across a wide disci-
plinary spectrum of introductory courses, such that readers may draw useful connections 
and	contrasts	to	their	own	teaching.
One	of	us	(Elmendorf)	teaches	Foundations	of	Biology	I.	This	course	includes	lecture,	

laboratory, and recitation components and serves as the first required biology course at 
Georgetown	for	a	wide	range	of	science	majors	and	premedical	students.	The	course	has	
a required broad scope of content that leads students through the foundational concepts 
in	biochemistry,	cell	biology,	molecular	biology,	developmental	biology,	and	physiology.	
Broadly,	the	course	has	two	learning	goals	beyond	those	described	in	the	syllabus:	first,	
to give students a sense of how to develop an intellectual community and second, to offer 
them an opportunity to understand the boundaries of a discipline and to gain comfort 
with	the	inherent	uncertainty	of	marking	an	area	as	the	unknown.	The	course	features	 
a	significant	amount	of	group	work	and	reflective	and	analytical	writing	in	addition	to	
traditional	exams.	
The	other	of	us	(Riley)	teaches	Health	Promotion	and	Disease	Prevention.	In	this	course,	

undergraduates in human science are introduced to the theory and application of health 
promotion	principles.	Students	explore	the	evidence,	issues,	and	controversies	in	health	
promotion.	The	laboratory,	which	serves	as	the	space	for	the	curricular	infusion	component	
of the course, allows student groups to apply content material to their lived experiences 
as	students.	The	course	provides	meaning	and	engagement	for	science	students	by	helping	
them	to	translate	the	bench	evidence	into	practice.	The	class	demonstrates	how	science	dis-
covery and evidence are applied to improve health and well-being while taking into account 
the	complexity	of	health.	Students	learn	that	health	is	more	than	simply	the	biology	of	each	
person—it	is	complex	and	the	result	of	social	and	physical	environmental	determinants.	
Building	a	strong	intellectual	community	in	educational	settings	is	a	desirable	goal	but	

a	logistical	challenge	in	larger	classes.	Simplistically,	intellectual	communities	require	
basic knowledge of the members of the community, and large courses 
often	preclude	even	simple	name	recollection	for	faculty	and	students.	
The absence of community within the large course classroom creates 
a	sense	of	isolation	for	students.	This	is	particularly	acute	among	first-
year students who are our primary constituency because they have not 
yet had the time to develop strong peer support networks independent 
of course settings, and large courses often exacerbate the loneliness 
many	students	experience	when	transitioning	to	college.	For	faculty,	
designing a course that works to build community requires a responsive 
teaching style, yet teaching large courses often feels like steering the Titanic with little chance 
for	last	minute	changes	in	direction.	A	true	learning	community	depends	on	the	ready	
exchange	of	ideas	and	feedback	among	students	and	between	faculty	and	students.	But	such	
an	exchange	can	be	hampered	by	the	sheer	size	of	the	classroom	population.	
Introductory	courses	also	cover	a	great	breadth	of	topics.	This	is	dictated	by	the	internal 

curricular demands of the various science departments (introductory courses are used to provide 
students with exposure to the breadth of a discipline) and by external curricular demands 
as	set	by	graduate	programs	that	many	students	will	be	entering	(e.g.,	the	GRE	and	MCAT	
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exams	required	for	admission	to	graduate	and	medical	schools,	respectively).	In	the	academy,	
we talk about the coverage of content, yet it is often noted that the term coverage is a 
double entendre in that the effort to get through (cover) material can obscure (cover) its 
meaning	from	students.	From	a	student’s	perspective,	the	consequence	of	the	fast-paced	
movement through a wide array of topics results in an emphasis on content mastery 
rather	than	deeper	learning	goals.	Because	these	courses	are	often	required	within	the	
curriculum, students consequently feel the pressure to achieve, and genuine learning can 
too often take a back seat to the push for memorization and the rote recall needed for 
high	grades.	Faculty	also	feel	the	pressure	of	the	clock	and	calendar	relentlessly	advancing	
and can hesitate to add anything new to an already packed syllabus or to deviate beyond 
necessary	material.	External	demands	for	coverage	can	overwhelm	better	pedagogical	
instincts,	and	faculty	course	evaluations	can	suffer	when	students	struggle	to	keep	up.	
Further	extending	the	content	to	include	a	well-being	curricular	infusion	module	runs	
the	risk	of	potentially	exacerbating	this	content	burden.

The concepts featured in introductory courses also can seem quite abstract, discon-
nected, and unnecessarily complex to students who often enter a discipline without a 
foundational	framework	to	help	them	organize	their	new	knowledge.	Introductory	courses	
deal in broad rules and too often ignore the context that could allow students to recognize 
the	real	world	implications	and	applications	of	the	concepts	or	explanatory	rules.	Often,	
an attempt to make the material more relevant by mentioning seminal discoveries or pivotal 
thinkers (typically historical references) only serves to distance the lesson from the students, 
as this strategy does not encourage them to counter the topic from their own perspectives 
or	make	any	real	connections—cognitive	or	non-cognitive.	

iMPleMenting CurriCulAr infusion

In	the	course	Foundations	of	Biology	I,	we	integrate	Engelhard	curricular	infusion	through	
a research paper in which students explore the genetic and environmental bases of a mental 
health	topic	of	their	choosing.	Many	students	select	topics	that	have	affected	them	or	their	
families and friends directly, so in our predominantly 18–19 year-old population, we 
often see papers on addiction, depression, anxiety disorders, attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder,	etc.	When	writing	the	paper,	students	are	required	to	use	the	primary	scientific	
literature and leverage their nascent knowledge of foundational molecular, genetic, and 
neurobiological	principles	to	explain	the	latest	research.	Students	develop	their	projects	
during face-to-face time in the course and in an online environment with feedback from 
faculty,	teaching	assistants,	and	peers.
In	the	Health	Promotion	course,	students	use	the	Georgetown	community	as	the	target	

audience	for	their	health	promotion	projects.	They	conduct	a	community	needs	assessment,	
identify gaps in services, and design health promotion strategies to meet an identified 
need.	Exploring	the	evidence	of	the	scope	of	the	problem	and	best	practices	to	address	the	
need allows students to work in teams to explore strategies while applying course concepts 
of	behavioral	change,	social	marketing,	and	program	evaluation.	

The curricular infusion of well-being topics builds intellectual community and reduces 
students’	feelings	of	isolation	in	the	larger	courses	by	heightening	their	awareness	of	
themselves	and	their	peers.	The	connections	forged	by	the	discussions	and	the	sharing	of	
written	work	create	and	accelerate	the	development	of	a	community	of	learners.	Importantly,	
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the	community	includes	students,	course	faculty,	and	teaching	assistants.	Students	see	
faculty as more caring and approachable, which changes the relational dynamic between 
faculty	and	students.	A	student	said	it	best	when	she	described	her	Engelhard	faculty	as	
“present”	in	the	classroom	and,	as	one	faculty	member	commented,	“I	need	to	bring	all	
of	me	into	the	classroom.”	
For	faculty,	this	inclusion	in	the	course	community	can	prove	disruptive	to	a	traditional	

approach	that	isolates	their	sphere	of	influence	and	addresses	only	the	cognitive	dimensions	of	
learning.	We	have	found	that	this	is	not	an	easy	transition	for	many	of	our	colleagues,	but	
investigators clearly indicate that engaging the affective and meta-cognitive dimensions of 
learning	deepens	students’	cognitive	gains	when	the	goal	is	higher	order	learning.4	And	
for many faculty, the reward of serving as mentors as well as instructors to their students is 
well	worth	the	inevitable	bumps	that	result	from	a	pedagogical	shift.	Most	report	that	they	
enjoy	teaching	more	and	see	their	students	more	clearly.	They	are	better	able	to	recognize	
the	complex	demands	and	challenges	students	experience	in	their	daily	lives.	Perhaps	not	
surprisingly, many find that their teaching evaluations improve after participation in the 
Engelhard	Project.
We	have	found	that	curricular	infusion—despite	augmenting	already	hefty	course	content—

also helps to overcome the superficial learning tactics that dominate the approach of many 
students	to	introductory	courses.	Instead,	it	creates	an	environment	
that	empowers	students	to	take	ownership.	This	innovative	pedagogy	
allows	for	the	creation	of	time	and	space	for	reflection	through	which	
students	make	meaning	of	their	learning.	In	doing	so,	it	erodes	the	
barrier presented by the abstract concepts and facilitates learning in 
an environment that allows students to realize that the content they 
are	learning	is	more	than	simply	a	collection	of	facts.	In	our	courses,	
this pedagogical approach helps students recognize that science mat-
ters and that scientific concepts are applicable to issues important to 
them	in	their	own	lives.	By	asking	students	to	make	meaning	of	the	
scientific principles that underlie well-being, curricular infusion fosters 
a climate that encourages and promotes inquiry and creates opportu-
nities	for	students	to	explore,	ask	questions,	and	discover.	Students	
come	to	recognize	that	ideas	are	dynamic,	not	static.	They	develop	
skills in asking questions and become comfortable with a notion of 
the	unknown.	The	literature	becomes	easier	to	read	because	students	
see	it	as	more	relevant	and	more	engaging.	Students	experience	the	
Eureka effect because the science makes sense of an aspect of their lived experiences 
through	a	new	personal	connection	to	the	course	material.
Curricular	infusion	also	helps	to	destigmatize	the	many	challenges	of	college	faced	by	new	

students by inviting them to examine their own lives in their own community with its social 
and	physical	obstacles	and	challenges	to	wellness.	It	helps	students	normalize	their	expe-
riences	and	relate	them	to	those	of	their	classmates.	In	group	work,	students	must	practice	
empathy	in	response	to	the	personal	narratives	of	classmates,	and	in	reflections,	students	have	
the	opportunity	and	permission	to	grapple	with	their	own	turbulent	emotions.	The	discus-
sions and activities provide an intellectual opening into emotionally fraught issues and create 
an	opportunity	to	learn	about	well-being	from	a	more	scholarly	point	of	view.	

By asking students to 
make meaning of the 
scientific principles that 
underlie well-being, 
curricular infusion fosters 
a climate that encourages 
and promotes inquiry 
and creates opportunities 
for students to explore, 
ask questions, and 
discover. Students come 
to recognize that ideas 
are dynamic, not static
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Initiating similar conversations that infuse well-being into learning in a more residential 
life environment could be seen as intrusive, presumptuous, and unwelcome by students 
and	the	value	quickly	dismissed.	But	when	such	infusion	is	done	in	academic	settings,	
students	take	the	topics	seriously.	Their	initial	motivation	may	be	extrinsic	(e.g.,	grades),	
but the intellectual aspects inevitably serve to provide the essential intrinsic motivation 
necessary	for	ownership.	Instead	of	telling	them	answers,	curricular	infusion	provides	
opportunities for students to develop questions and explore evidence along a path they 
have	helped	to	craft—and	have	lived.	Students	and	faculty	also	gain	knowledge	of	campus	
resources	to	help	them	overcome	personal	challenges.	The	partnership	between	faculty	
and counseling professionals on the campus gains a public face in the classroom and further 
brings	validity	to	the	discussions.	Students	can	make	use	of	campus	resources	to	find	
professional help with a personal challenge, to encourage a friend to seek help, or to better 
understand	a	friend’s	behavior.	
Overall,	curricular	infusion	allows	students	to	engage	with	a	classroom	topic	in	connection	

to	reflection	on	their	own	lives,	their	own	communities	and	identities,	and	their	own	
obstacles	and	challenges	to	wellness.	Using	academic	content	as	the	platform	to	incorporate	
well-being in our courses in an open and non-judgmental manner establishes the salience 
of	our	students’	learning.	

AffeCting CAMPus Culture froM Within the ClAssrooM

The Engelhard Project changes classroom pedagogies and has created a culture of caring 
faculty	by	providing	a	framework	in	which	whole	student	education	is	recognized.	Curricular	
infusion broadens and strengthens awareness of the narratives of student lives and aware-

ness of health and wellness resources, including the possible 
connections	that	bridge	learning	and	well-being.	

Some faculty experience teaching in the Engelhard 
Project	as	transformative	in	their	development.	Others	
experience incremental benefits as they integrate curricular 
infusion	into	their	courses.	We	have	not	yet	encountered	
a	faculty	member	who	has	experienced	negative	outcomes.	
Collaboration	creates	intellectual	capital.	Faculty	find	a	
community of peers with whom to discuss teaching and 
learning across disciplines and how to create meaningful 
learning	experiences—a	rare	opportunity	that	they	benefit	

from	sharing.	These	conversations	are	inclusive	and	provide	common	ground	among	
non-tenure-line	faculty,	adjunct	faculty,	and	tenured	faculty.	The	community	of	practice	
that has evolved has enabled faculty and staff across divisions and lines to feel embedded 
in	the	culture	as	valued	participants	in	university	life.	Faculty	are	able	to	share	strategies	
and assignments, which allows for cross-disciplinary engagement and breaking down the 
silos	of	departments,	schools,	and	academic/student	affairs.	

Students cite the Engelhard Project as one of the transformative experiences of their 
undergraduate	years	and	write	to	us	about	it	in	later	semesters	and	even	after	graduation.	
We have also seen an increase in in the number of undergraduate and graduate students 
who seek to serve as teaching assistants in Engelhard courses due to their own positive 
experiences.	Students	report	in	reflective	writing	assignments	that	they	are	better	able	to	

Faculty find a community 
of peers with whom to 
discuss teaching and learning 
across disciplines and how to 
create meaningful learning 
experiences—a rare opportunity 
that they benefit from sharing
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apply their scientific knowledge to real world problems and to find meaning in the 
abstract	and	detailed	intricacies	of	the	disciplines.	They	come	to	value	the	epistemology	
of the disciplines, the excitement of scholarship and research at the boundary between 
the known and unknown, and the vibrant and essential nature of communities as areas 
for	intellectual	exploration	and	learning.	They	gain	awareness	of	mental	health	issues	on	
campus	and	can	better	utilize	resources,	help	friends,	and	contextualize	their	own	challenges.	
In short, the assumed gap between the non-cognitive and the cognitive is bridged, personal 
becomes	intellectual,	and	the	intellectual	becomes	personal.

We have been struck by how readily faculty have integrated the Engelhard Project into 
an	astonishing	diversity	of	courses.	The	goals	of	the	project	have	been	adapted	to	fit	into	
a	broad	array	of	pedagogical	styles,	disciplinary	content,	and	course	structures.	Students	
from first-year to post-baccalaureate status and from the humanities to the sciences con-
sistently remark on the impactful nature of curriculum infusion, referencing the Engelhard 
Project	in	course	evaluations,	reflective	writings,	direct	communications	with	faculty,	and	
peer	mentoring	of	other	students.	They	are	searching—as	college	students	always	are—
for deeper meaning in their lives, and the Engelhard Project brings that meaning into 
our	classrooms.	It	deepens	disciplinary	engagement	and	strengthens	our	community.	
It	grounds	education	in	our	collective	and	shared	humanity.	
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Well-being is A globAl And PerenniAl ConCern related	to	human	experience.	A	basic	
level of physical well-being is necessary for any experience at all, and a large proportion 
of our individual and collective efforts is aimed at finding the oxygen, water, food, and 
shelter	necessary	to	sustain	life.	In	addition	to	merely	sustaining	life,	however,	we	are	
also deeply concerned with its quality, and for that reason we seek to thrive physically, 
mentally,	and	socially.	Observing	the	pervasive	human	interest	in	well-being,	Aristotle	
went so far as to argue that well-being, or eudaimonia,	is	the	“end	at	which	all	actions	aim”	
and	that	everything	we	do	is	ultimately	for	the	purpose	of	flourishing.1

Given	the	centrality	of	the	quest	for	flourishing	in	human	experience,	it	is	to	be	expected	
that	well-being	should	be	a	central	concern	of	higher	education.	Indeed,	all	stakeholders	
of a university have an interest in promoting the theoretical understanding, empirical 
measurement,	and	practical	cultivation	of	human	flourishing.	Well-being	is	a	complex	and	
dynamic psychosocial construct, and understanding and advancing it requires ongoing 
collaborative	and	interdisciplinary	efforts.	The	question	of	well-being	is	just	as	important	
for academics as for student services, for the sports program as for the business office, for 
the faculty and administrators as for the students, for custodians as for program coordinators, 
for	parents	as	for	the	community	surrounding	the	campus.	Each	individual,	group,	
department, and administrative unit in a college or university should continually inquire 
as	to	the	role	he,	she,	it,	or	they	play	in	defining	and	furthering	flourishing.

In this chapter, we will focus on the question of well-being as it relates to the humanities, 
a cluster of studies that have traditionally provided much of the core curricular material 
for	education	across	time	and	culture.	From	the	earliest	socialization	of	newborns	to	the	
advanced studies of doctoral students, literature, music, art, history, religion, philosophy, 
and	other	similar	studies	provide	foundational	learning.	In	recent	days,	there	has	been	
increasing	debate	on	the	value	of	the	humanities	in	our	society.	Educators,	politicians,	
and members of the general public are placing a renewed emphasis on the importance of 
science,	technology,	engineering,	and	mathematics	(STEM)	and	on	the	overall	goal	of	
employability	as	an	outcome	of	education.	These	individuals	often	downplay	the	impor-
tance	of	the	humanities	and	consider	them	to	be	more	ornamental	than	practical.	An	
important way to assess the value of the humanities is to consider them from the standpoint 
of	the	“eudaimonic	turn”	that	is	underway	in	our	culture	in	general	and	that	is	also	
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making	its	way	into	the	humanities	themselves.2 This eudaimonic turn consists of an explicit 
acknowledgment	that	well-being	is	a	central	value	of	human	experience.	In	the	present	
context, we will focus on the eudaimonic turn in the humanities: its importance, the 
necessity	of	balance,	and	the	benefits	of	scientific	collaboration.

the iMPortAnCe of the eudAiMoniC turn in the huMAnities

Although	media	reports	that	the	humanities	are	in	crisis	may	be	overstating	the	case,	there	
is	cause	for	concern.	With	enrollments	in	humanities	courses	declining	in	many	colleges,	
some universities closing down entire programs, and vocal politicians actively discouraging 
students from majoring in the humanities, administrators and scholars are concerned 
about	what	this	portends	for	the	future	of	the	humanities.
Louis	Menand,	professor	of	English	and	American	literature	and	language	at	Harvard	

University,	has	argued	that	there	is	a	“crisis	of	rationale”	in	the	humanities—that	scholars	
are not in agreement on the purpose of the humanities and thus not able to communicate 
their	importance	to	the	general	public.3	Geoffrey	Galt	Harpham,	formerly	President	and	
Director	of	the	National	Humanities	Center,	argues	that	“humanists	today	must	find	
ways to reactivate the links between their practice and the larger interests of a society based 
on	individual	freedom	and	self-realization.”4

The	humanities	play	a	complex	role	in	society.	An	understanding	of	that	complex	
role must begin with the acknowledgment that they are valued in various ways in differ-
ent	contexts	and	thus	have	a	range	of	uses.	In	some	contexts,	they	are	prized	for	their	
economic value, with sales of music, art, and literature closely tracked to assess their 
worth	as	investments	or	as	ways	of	making	a	living.	In	other	contexts,	they	are	prized	for	

their professional value, with acquisition of knowledge, ability 
to critique, or mastery of medium leading to career advance-
ment.	In	still	other	contexts,	they	are	prized	for	their	enter-
tainment value, and their absorbing content is taken up by 
many	as	a	means	of	rest	and	relaxation.

These uses of the humanities are certainly important, but 
they	do	not	exhaust	their	role	in	our	society.	A	look	at	the	
content of the humanities themselves indicates a very different 
way	in	which	they	are	valued.	The	subject	matter	of	the	
humanities often explores the understanding and cultivation 
of those factors that make life worth living, and this points 
to the eudaimonic value of the humanities, their value for living 
life	well.	For	a	variety	of	reasons,	it	is	easy	for	the	economic,	

professional,	and	entertainment	value	of	the	humanities	to	eclipse	their	eudaimonic	value.	
Each	of	these	uses	is	advanced	by	strong	interests,	banks	of	data,	and	powerful	organizations.	
The eudaimonic value of the humanities, however, although underdeveloped and fre-
quently forgotten, is no less important, and its advancement is one of the most pressing 
prerequisites	for	well-being	in	higher	education.
A	growing	number	of	scholars,	creators,	and	teachers	in	different	sectors	of	the	humanities	

are	calling	for	increased	attention	to	their	actual	and	potential	value	for	human	flourishing.	
They are, in effect, calling for a eudaimonic turn in which well-being is explicitly acknowledged 
as	one	of	their	central	values.	This	is	perhaps	nowhere	more	advanced	than	in	the	study	
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of	literature.	Three	years	ago,	a	dozen	literary	scholars	wrote	a	series	of	critical	essays,	
published under the title The Eudaimonic Turn: Well-Being in Literary Studies, on what 
it might mean for literature to have a eudaimonic value and how this value might be 
accessed.5	More	recently,	a	group	of	scholars	published	On Human Flourishing: A Poetry 
Anthology, a collection of poems composed throughout time that explores various topics 
of	well-being.6

As	to	the	concern	expressed	by	Menand,	this	focus	on	the	eudaimonic	turn	may	help	
to	provide	a	unifying	rationale	for	the	humanities.	If	well-being	is	recognized	as	a	central	
concern of the humanities, this gives scholars a common language to describe some of 
the	ultimate	aims	of	their	work.	This	does	not,	of	course,	mean	that	it	will	result	in	
agreement,	but	it	at	least	gives	scholars	a	common	framework	within	which	to	debate.	A	
eudaimonic turn, with its promise of a unifying rationale for the humanities, could help 
revitalize the humanities and each of its disciplines by inviting them to join together in 
an inspiring project of historic proportions: a renewed examination of the question of 
well-being	relevant	for	our	times.	This	would	require	an	enormous	collaborative	effort	
and would enable the humanities to make important contributions toward defining 
well-being	and	its	various	constitutive	parts.	Such	a	eudaimonic	turn	could	help	unlock	
and	develop	far	more	of	the	well-being	value	of	the	humanities	than	we	now	access.	It	
could yield new knowledge and insights about well-being as scholars explicitly examine 
questions	related	to	well-being	in	their	various	disciplines.	A	eudaimonic	turn	could	also	
help scholars develop a rationale for their own work as they ask how it relates to the cen-
tral	concern	of	well-being.

This focus on the eudaimonic turn may also help the humanities connect with the 
larger	interests	of	society.	Well-being	is	a	notion	that	resonates	deeply	with	those	outside	
academia, so an explicit focus on well-being in the humanities would connect them with 
an	important,	widely-shared	human	purpose.	Using	the	language	and	rationale	of	well-
being could help scholars in the humanities guide and frame the work they do in a way 
that could connect powerfully with administrators, funding organizations, government 
agencies,	and	the	general	public.	Interestingly,	many	grant	applications	in	the	sciences	
require researchers to indicate how their work, if funded, would support the greater 
good.	A	eudaimonic	turn	in	the	humanities	would	allow	scholars	in	these	disciplines	to	
indicate more readily and in more understandable ways how their work also supports the 
greater	good.

the neCessity of bAlAnCe

For	the	eudaimonic	turn	to	be	most	effective,	it	is	crucial	to	maintain	an	important	balance	
that	is	difficult	to	achieve	in	the	humanities.	In	the	last	few	decades,	a	great	deal	of	the	
work	in	the	humanities	has	been	undertaken	from	the	standpoint	of	critical	theory.	As	
Moores	points	out,	such	a	standpoint	frequently	employs	what	Paul	Ricoeur	called	a	
“hermeneutics	of	suspicion,”	with	the	goal	of	reading	texts	against	the	grain	to	discover	
their hidden meanings and in particular to reveal the pernicious effects of various psycho-
pathologies	and	undesirable	ideologies.7	Moores	indicates	that	this	can	be	a	worthwhile	
enterprise for identifying obstacles to well-being, but that it is less helpful for under-
standing	the	nature	of	well-being	itself	and	how	it	can	be	cultivated.	He	cites	more	than	
two dozen literary scholars who, in various ways, are pushing against the constraints of the 
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hermeneutics	of	suspicion	and	employing	what,	borrowing	another	of	Ricoeur’s	terms,	
he	calls	a	“hermeneutics	of	affirmation.”	Prominent	among	these	scholars	is	Rita	Felski,	
whose manifesto Uses of Literature8 and more recent The Limits of Critique9 point out that 
suspicion has become hegemonic in literary studies and has led to an overbearing emphasis 
on	the	negative.	Instead,	she	develops	a	“positive	aesthetics”	with	a	rich	phenomenological	
and pragmatic exploration of four fundamental uses of literature: recognition, enchantment, 
knowledge,	and	shock.10

In theology, scholars are beginning to ask whether a balance has perhaps been lost, 
with	an	overemphasis	on	sin	and	suffering	and	an	underemphasis	on	joy	and	flourishing.	

Ellen	Charry,	a	theologian	at	the	Princeton	Theological	Seminary,	
has	begun	to	develop	what	she	calls	a	“positive	theology.”11 
In God and the Art of Happiness, she examines views on 
happiness	in	the	history	of	Christian	theology	and	considers	
why there has been no well-developed doctrine of happiness 
in	Christianity.	She	then	attempts	to	develop	just	such	a	
doctrine	under	the	name	“asherism,”	roughly	the	Hebrew	
equivalent	of	eudaimonia.12	More	recently,	Miroslav	Volf,	
Director	of	the	Center	for	Faith	and	Culture	at	the	Yale	
Divinity	School,	has	begun	the	Theology	of	Joy	Project.	
Noting that joy is hardly considered by modern theologians, 

he	is	leading	an	interdisciplinary	initiative	“to	build	a	transformative	movement	driven	
by	a	Christian	articulation	of	the	joy	that	attends	the	flourishing	human	life.”13 

The situation these scholars diagnose in literary studies and in theology is similar in 
many	ways	to	the	situation	Martin	Seligman	diagnosed	in	psychology	nearly	twenty	
years	ago.	In	his	Presidential	Address	to	the	American	Psychological	Association	in	1998,	
Seligman argued that psychology had come to focus almost exclusively on pathology at 
the	cost	of	neglecting	mental	health	and	the	things	that	make	life	most	worth	living.14 
He	suggested	the	founding	of	“positive	psychology”	as	a	subfield	of	psychology	to	focus	
on	the	best	things	in	life.	In	the	years	since,	positive	psychology	has	flourished,	with	
profound effects not only for psychology but also for other fields, including medicine, 
neuroscience,	economics,	organizational	studies,	education,	and	sociology.

In each of these domains, as well as in humanities disciplines such as literary studies 
and theology in which a turn toward the eudaimonic is in various stages of development, 
a question arises as to the relation between methods that focus on what is undesirable 
and	those	that	focus	on	what	is	desirable.	Are	the	former	negative,	and	must	they	somehow	
be	replaced	by	the	positive?	Are	they	wrongly	focused	on	ill-being	instead	of	well-being?	
Do	they	somehow	constitute	a	dysdaimonic	obsession,	from	which	we	must	rescue	
inquiry	via	a	eudaimonic	turn?	Such	a	perspective	is	much	too	narrow.	It	confuses	inquiry	
with	the	subject	of	that	inquiry.	If	the	subject	of	inquiry	is	negative,	it	does	not	necessarily	
follow that the inquiry itself is negative; conversely, if the subject of inquiry is positive, 
it	does	not	necessarily	follow	that	the	inquiry	itself	is	positive.	Some	other	criterion	is	
needed to make that determination, and a comprehensive approach to well-being can help 
provide	such	a	criterion.	
One	way	to	approach	well-being	comprehensively	is	to	begin	with	the	insight	emphasized	

by	Martin	Seligman,	Mihaly	Csikszentmihalyi,	and	other	psychologists	in	the	founding	
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of positive psychology that the positive is not simply the absence of the negative but 
rather	that	they	are	two	different	kinds	of	things.15 Seligman identifies the positive with 
things	that	are	preferred	and	the	negative	with	things	that	are	dispreferred.16	Building	on	
this insight, I would like to suggest a way to carry out a comprehensive analysis of any 
situation by means of a eudaimonic profile, a broad picture of those things that support 
or	hinder	eudaimonia	in	a	particular	situation	(see	Table	1).

This eudaimonic profile is based on a mapping of the conceptual space of the positive 
and	the	negative.17	According	to	this	conceptual	mapping,	well-being	can	be	supported	
directly through promotion or maintenance of what is preferred or indirectly through 
mitigation or prevention of what is dispreferred, and it can be thwarted directly through 
aggravation or entrenchment of the dispreferred or indirectly through destruction or 
obstruction	of	the	preferred.	Further,	each	of	these	relations	to	well-being	has	a	dynamic	mode	
that is concerned with increasing or decreasing and a conserving mode that is concerned with 
maintaining	or	avoiding.

There is a temptation to label a mode of inquiry in terms of its subject (positive 
because it studies positive emotions, negative because it studies negative emotions), in 
terms of its approach (positive because it is affirmative, negative because it is suspicious), 
or in terms of its beneficiaries (positive because it applies to psychologically healthy persons, 
negative	because	it	applies	to	psychologically	non-	healthy	persons).	The	eudaimonic	
profile allows us to move beyond labeling a mode of inquiry based merely on its subject, 
approach,	or	beneficiaries	to	considering	it	in	terms	of	its	overall	effects	on	well-being.	
Understood	broadly,	those	things	that	support	well-being	are	positive	and	those	things	
that	undermine	it	are	negative.

The eudaimonic profile, however, also allows us to move beyond a simple dualistic 
appraisal	of	modes	of	inquiry	as	positive	or	negative.	It	allows	the	consideration	of	the	
effects these modes have on promoting and maintaining well-being and on mitigating 
and	preventing	its	loss.	In	addition,	it	raises	questions	of	possible	unintended	negative	
consequences in the form of aggravation and entrenchment of the dispreferred or the 
destruction	and	obstruction	of	the	preferred.	Each	of	these	quadrants	has	an	important	
effect on the overall eudaimonic results of inquiry and must be considered if we are to 
arrive	at	a	comprehensive	picture.
This	move	to	a	eudaimonic	profile	emphasizes	the	importance	of	balance.	If	the	ultimate	

goal is well-being, then we must make sure that no helpful approach is left out and that 

Positive negative

Directly positive—presence	of	the	preferred
•	Promotion—increasing	the	preferred
•	Preservation—maintaining	the	preferred

Directly negative—presence	of	the	dispreferred
•	Aggravation—increasing	the	dispreferred
•	Entrenchment—maintaining	the	dispreferred

Indirectly positive—absence	of	the	dispreferred
•	Mitigation—decreasing	the	dispreferred
•	Prevention—avoiding	the	dispreferred

Indirectly negative—absence	of	the	preferred
•	Destruction—decreasing	the	preferred
•	Obstruction—avoiding	the	preferred

Table 1.

eudaimonic Profile
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none	is	overemphasized.	The	context	of	the	situation	indicates	the	best	approach	for	the	best	
outcome.	This	approach	allows	us	to	move	from	a	corrective	stance	to	a	comprehensive	one,	
from merely arguing for what has been left out or undervalued to arguing for all that 
would	support	well-being.	More	than	simply	making	the	case	for	certain	neglected	
modes	of	inquiry,	we	seek	to	examine	the	relation	of	all	modes	of	inquiry	to	well-being.	
A	balanced	eudaimonic	approach	means	that	we	can	avail	ourselves	of	direct	and	indirect	
methods	for	increasing	comprehensive	well-being.	It	also	means	that	we	must	think	care-
fully about the best approach for any given context and that we must consider the entire 
eudaimonic	profile	to	judge	the	overall	effects	of	any	particular	action.

the benefits of sCientifiC CollAborAtion

One	reason	it	is	easy	for	the	eudaimonic	uses	of	the	humanities	to	be	eclipsed	by	their	
economic,	professional,	and	entertainment	uses	is	that	the	latter	are	supported	by	data.	
The economic value of a painting can be appraised based on the sale price of similar 
works,	the	professional	value	of	a	scholarly	publication	can	be	judged	by	a	journal’s	
impact factor, and the entertainment value of the song can be estimated by the number 
of	times	it	is	played	on	the	radio.	Admittedly,	these	types	of	metrics	are	not	absolutely	
precise, but they are crucial for guiding decisions by auction houses, tenure committees, 
and	record	labels.	Unfortunately,	empirical	evidence	for	the	well-being	value	of	the	
humanities	is	much	harder	to	come	by.	To	generate	such	data,	the	humanities	could	
benefit	from	a	strategic	collaboration	with	the	science	of	well-being.
This	suggestion	is	sure	to	raise	objections.	Some	scholars	have	taken	the	principled	stance	

that the humanities deal with things that simply cannot be measured and so should not be 
judged	based	on	empirical	evidence.	Although	it	is	doubtless	true	that	the	humanities	cannot	
be measured (indeed, it is difficult to understand what that would mean), at least many of 
their	effects	certainly	can	be.	Policy	and	public	opinion	are	more	and	more	guided	by	empirical	
evidence,	and	those	things	that	cannot	be	measured—or	can	be	measured	but	are	not—are	

increasingly	at	a	disadvantage.	To	refuse	to	look	for	ways	to	
measure the empirical effects of the humanities is to be careless 
with the enormous cultural treasure they represent, to deny 
them even the possibility of acquiring the empirical evidence 
necessary for their support in data-driven decisions, and to 
put them in danger of being cut off from the resources they 
need	to	survive.	If	methods	of	measurement	are	not	perfect,	
a more constructive approach than simply boycotting them 
would be to work with the scientists who create and use 
them	to	improve	their	effectiveness.	
Unfortunately,	empirical	evidence	for	eudaimonic	out-

comes	is	scarce	at	all	levels	of	higher	education.	In	a	recent	article	in	the	New Republic, 
humanist	scholars	Gordon	Hutner	and	Feisal	Mohamed	at	the	University	of	Illinois	point	
out that university administrators are making decisions without adequate means to mea-
sure	the	contributions	made	by	the	humanities.18 This is corroborated by conversations 
Brandon	Busteed,	Executive	Director	of	Gallup	Education,	reports	having	had	with	dozens	
of college presidents and trustees who claim that the purpose of a college education is to 
improve	students’	lives	and	yet	admit	that	they	do	not	have	a	way	to	measure	this	outcome.19 

Policy and public opinion  
are more and more guided  
by empirical evidence, and  
those things that cannot  
be measured—or can be  
measured but are not—are  
increasingly at a disadvantage
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Defenders	of	the	humanities	frequently	claim	that	they	enrich	and	improve	our	lives,	
that	they	increase	empathy	and	critical	thinking,	that	they	give	our	lives	greater	meaning.	
Yet	there	is	a	paucity	of	empirical	evidence	to	support	these	claims.	Of	critical	importance	is	
knowing not only to what extent they are generally true, but also how they are specifi-
cally borne out in various contexts: in particular activities, courses, and majors and for 
learners with varied psychological profiles, different individual experiences, and diverse 
demographic	backgrounds.
Data	are	necessary	to	advance	the	well-being	value	of	the	humanities.	To	the	extent	

we can measure the effects of particular approaches and endeavors on various aspects of 
well-being, to that extent we can use empirical methods to help identify best practices 
and	choose	the	most	fitting	means	to	achieve	specific	eudaimonic	goals.	Furthermore,	
scientists who are experts in creating interventions and in studying their effects may be 
able to provide helpful advice to humanities scholars, teachers, and practitioners on how 
to	maximize	the	well-being	effects	of	engagement	with	the	humanities	in	various	contexts.

The work of gathering data to assess and advance the well-being value of the humanities 
will	need	to	proceed	carefully.	It	must	not	be	over-reliant	on	one	particular	method	of	
measurement.	It	must	involve	populations	that	are	sufficiently	large	and	diverse.	It	must	
include studies employing qualitative and quantitative research methods, cross-sectional and 
longitudinal	designs,	and	correlational	and	causal	approaches.	It	will	also	need	to	be	
well-grounded	conceptually,	to	which	end	Louis	Tay,	Melissa	Keith,	and	I	have	proposed	
a	conceptual	model	to	guide	future	empirical	research.20

The expected benefits to the humanities from a strategic 
collaboration with the science of well-being extend beyond the 
generation	of	data	in	a	variety	of	ways.	First,	such	a	col-
laboration could help humanities scholars learn moreabout 
scientific endeavors in this domain, thus making humanities 
scholarship more informed and more relevant to contemporary 
debates.	Second,	 important	new	areas	of	endeavor	could	
open up for humanities scholars, in which they could make 
important contributions toward defining well-being and its 
various constitutive constructs in ways that could deepen 
the	scientific	work	being	done	in	these	areas.	Third,	scientific	research	may	provide	empirical	
ways	of	settling	long-standing	disputes	in	various	humanities	disciplines.

The benefits to be had from a strategic collaboration between the humanities and the 
science	of	well-being	would	not	flow	simply	in	one	direction;	such	a	collaboration	is	also	
likely	to	provide	significant	benefits	for	science.	First,	humanities	scholars	could	help	situate	
the project of understanding well-being historically and show how people in various times 
and	cultures	have	understood	well-being.	What	is	the	range	of	perspectives	that	have	
been	held	regarding	well-being?	Are	there	commonalities	that	hold	across	different	contexts?	
How might historical insights help us develop our own notions of well-being more 
comprehensively	and	effectively?	Darrin	McMahon’s	books	Happiness: A History21 and 
Divine Fury: A History of Genius22 are outstanding examples of the way intellectual histories 
of well-being and related concepts can help shed light on current notions of human 
flourishing,	help	us	avoid	the	dangers	of	presentism,	and	allow	us	to	benefit	from	the	
perspectives	of	others	in	different	times	and	places.

Collaboration could help 
humanities scholars learn more 
about scientific endeavors 
in this domain, thus making 
humanities scholarship more 
informed and more relevant to 
contemporary debates
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Second, informed by these historical and cultural perspectives, humanities scholars could 
conduct	conceptual	analyses	of	well-being	and	its	constitutive	elements.	The	more	
clearly we understand what we mean by these concepts, the more we can avoid merely 
verbal	disputes	about	them.23

Third, humanities scholars could help scientists develop more robust empirical con-
structs	to	be	tested.	In	the	past	several	decades,	scientists	have	sought	to	operationalize	
powerful notions such as hope, love, curiosity, gratitude, and optimism so as to render 
them	amenable	to	empirical	study.	These	scientific	attempts	have	led	to	well-funded	
research	programs	whose	results	have	been	shared	with	the	public.	Yet	few	would	argue	
that the constructs scientists are measuring have fully captured the meanings of the cultural 
terms	they	use.
Finally,	this	collaboration	may	advance	scientific	research	on	the	cultivation	of	well-being	

in	a	variety	of	contexts.	Scientists	frequently	use	a	number	of	techniques	connected	with	
the humanities in their research on well-being, and humanities scholars may be able to 
help them use these techniques even more effectively to enhance established or new 
interventions.	Psychologists	who	develop	interventions	to	help	victims	of	trauma	create	
narratives to facilitate post-traumatic growth, for example, may benefit from collaborating 
with	humanities	scholars	skilled	in	the	creation	and	interpretation	of	narrative.	Psychologists	
studying creativity may benefit from collaboration with creative writing instructors to 
understand	better	how	to	create	writing	prompts	to	elicit	creativity	in	measurable	ways.	
Humanities scholars may also be able to help scientists create more effective and more 
easily	distributable	interventions	for	cultivating	well-being.	Culture	is	one	of	the	richest	
resources available for the enhancement of well-being, and we are steeped in music, litera-
ture,	art,	and	movies	from	infancy.	Interventions	that	can	tap	into	the	depth	of	meaning	
in these experiences may help create shifts more readily than interventions that require 
more	effortful	and	less	familiar	activities.

Thus, collaborating on well-being can bring important benefits to the science of well-
being	as	well	as	to	the	humanities.	Far	more important, though, are the benefits it may 
bring	to	humanity.	Students	in	colleges	and	universities	are	required	to	take	humanities	
courses	of	various	sorts.	Many	of	these	students	see	these	courses	as	drudgeries,	hoops	
that must be jumped through to reach their educational and vocational goals or simply to 
avoid	getting	into	trouble.	Being	more	explicit	about	the	role	the	humanities	can	play	in	
individual and social well-being could help these students connect more powerfully with 
the	humanities	and	transform	scholastic	captives	into	captivated	students	of	the	humanities.	
A	shift	from	extrinsic	to	intrinsic	motivation	among	students	would	no	doubt	help	them	
do	better	in	their	classes	and	quite	possibly	in	their	lives.	
What	would	a	eudaimonic	transformation	of	the	curriculum	look	like?	Doubtless,	

much	would	remain	the	same.	This	should	not	be	too	surprising,	given	the	claim	that	
the	humanities	already	are	implicitly	about	well-being.	Some	things,	however,	would	
change as teachers and professors begin to ask explicitly how the courses they are teaching 
support	the	individual	well-being	of	their	students	and	the	collective	well-being	of	society.	
Instructors in critical thinking classes who currently look to blogs and letters to the editor 
for arguments to critique may decide to spend some time examining arguments that typically 
appear	in	students’	self-talk.	Teaching	students	how	to	apply	their	knowledge	of	fallacious	
reasoning to their own automatic thoughts is the foundation of cognitive therapy, and 
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goes	back	to	Stoic	methods	for	cultivating	the	mind.	For	the	students	who	take	critical	
thinking classes each year, this could amount to a prophylactic against rising levels of 
depression,	anxiety,	and	other	mental	illnesses.	
Creative	writing	instructors	might	also	add	modules	to	their	curricula	based	on	research	

that	shows	the	well-being	value	of	expressive	writing.	James	Pennebaker,24	Laura	King,25 
and	others	have	found	that	writing	about	an	important	event	in	one’s	life	over	the	course	
of	several	consecutive	days	can	lead	to	various	significant	psychological	and	health	benefits.	
Without changing their curricula dramatically, teachers could include an expressive writing 
module that would have the dual benefit of giving students an engrossing writing prompt and 
the	possibility	to	benefit	from	several	other	well-being	outcomes	at	the	same	time.
Theater	instructors	and	directors	might	expand	the	scope	of	their	work.	Thespians	

are	experts	in	character	development;	they	are	masters	of	creating	characters	on	the	stage.	
The skills they hone on the stage, however, are also directly relevant to the development 
of	one’s	character	off	the	stage.	Such	skills	include	a	remarkable	ability	to	regulate	one’s	
emotion	and	to	be	mindfully	aware	of	one’s	own	body	and	the	effects	different	postures	
and	movements	can	have	on	oneself	and	others.	These	skills	can	have	an	enormous	effect	
on	well-being.	To	take	one	example,	Amy	Cuddy,	Associate	Professor	of	Business	
Administration	 at	 the	Harvard	Business	 School,	 has	
found that holding certain postures (which she calls 
“power	posing”)	for	as	 little	as	two	minutes	can	have	
significant physiological and psychological effects, 
increasing the ability to cope in stressful situations, 
leading to greater tolerance for risk, and resulting in 
increased	performance	on	job	interviews.26	Clearly,	the	
skills thespians learn are important for well-being in a 
variety of ways, yet we rarely think of connecting the 
skills necessary for developing characters on stage with 
the	character	development	skills	so	important	in	life.

These are just a few of a plethora of possible ways 
courses	in	the	humanities	could	be	modified	to	realize	more	of	their	well-being	potential.	
In addition to adding modules to specific classes, entire courses could be created with 
the	goal	of	supporting	the	psychosocial	well-being	of	students.27 

ConClusion

If it is true that well-being is a central concern of human experience, then it behooves us to 
find ways of understanding, expressing, evaluating, sharing, and organizing that experience to 
support	higher	levels	of	flourishing	for	more	people.	One	promising	way	of	doing	so	is	by	
means	of	a	eudaimonic	turn	in	the	humanities.	An	explicit	focus	on	well-being	could	help	the	
humanities identify a unifying rationale, connect with the larger interests of society, and restore 
their	balance.	Furthermore,	bringing	the	humanities	together	with	the	science	of	well-being	
could help advance empirical inquiry in this important area through greater conceptual nuance 
and	clarity,	more	robust	constructs,	and	a	powerful	new	approach	to	positive	interventions.	
Most	importantly,	however,	a	collaboration	between	the	humanities	and	the	science	of	well-
being stands to benefit humanity by opening up new ways of transforming the quality of 
human	experience	in	the	interests	of	greater	flourishing.	

If it is true that well-being 
is a central concern of human 
experience, then it behooves us 
to find ways of understanding, 
expressing, evaluating, sharing, 
and organizing that experience 
to support higher levels of 
flourishing for more people
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Essay

Honoring the Humanity of Our students
David Schoem

every student We enCounter is a person of extraordinary intellectual, personal, 
social,	and	spiritual	potential.	Students	on	our	campuses	and	in	our	classrooms	are	first	
and	foremost	our	society’s	collective	children:	the	living,	breathing	future	of	our	nation	
and	global	society.	They	come	to	us	as	eager,	active	learners,	seeking	to	find	meaning	in	
their own lives while hoping to enhance the life of our society and planet as highly 
advanced	members	of	a	humane	civilization.1 

Yet in our increasingly corporate institutions of higher education, we too often prioritize 
the value of the dollar above the value of the individual person, the power of technology 
above the power of teacher-student relationships, the importance of testing above the 
importance of learning, and the centrality of the brain above the human capacity of the 
whole	person.2 While some in higher education rightly look for new initiatives, new practices, 
new programs, and new technologies to improve learning and student success, others 
point to the longstanding roles of good teaching, good teachers, good learning environments 
and	learning	communities,	and	good	teacher-student	relationships.3 

teAChing the Whole student

I have learned first-hand from many wonderful university colleagues who bring a long-
standing	and	dedicated	commitment	to	good	teaching.	These	teachers	emphasize	building	
strong	relationships	that	often	extend	throughout	a	student’s	undergraduate	years	and	
beyond, and they prioritize mentoring students to help them realize their potential and 
lead	informed	lives	of	purpose	and	fulfillment.	I	have	seen	numerous	examples	of	students	
whose	lives	have	been	transformed	by	good	teachers.	The	worlds	of	these	students	have	
been	opened	up	in	classes	filled	with	new	perspectives	and	new	ways	of	thinking.	They	
have discovered their rich, evocative, personal voices from teachers who listened closely 
and	carefully	to	them.	These	students	have	discovered	their	true	passion	in	life	through	
an	opportunity	to	explore	ideas	and	thoughts	with	their	teachers.	They	have	been	encouraged	
and	supported	by	teachers	who	believed	in	them	and	supported	them.	In	some	cases	
such support has provided students the resilience to overcome societal and institutional 
bias	and	prejudice	based	on	their	racial,	religious,	or	sexual	identities	and	to	flourish	in	
their	personal	and	professional	lives.	

I witnessed the teacher who was able to successfully reach out to a student who stopped 
attending	classes,	wasn’t	leaving	her	room,	and	wasn’t	responding	to	exhortations	from	
student	life	to	seek	counseling	assistance.	This	professor,	however,	was	able	to	get	a	response	
from the student, and together they walked to the counseling center to address her 
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depression.	Another	faculty	member	I	know	stood	by	a	student	who	was	overwhelmed	
by the wealth, racial privilege, and entitlement of her classmates and became terribly 
insecure	about	her	intellectual	abilities	and	capacity	in	the	classroom.	The	faculty	member	
stood by this student throughout her college years, and she went on to become a leader 
on	campus	and	later	completed	her	PhD.	
When	one	instructor	learned	that	a	racist	flyer	had	been	placed	on	the	residence	hall	

door	of	an	African	American	student	in	his	class,	he	met	with	the	student	and	with	his	
permission	brought	the	issue	to	the	attention	of	the	entire	seminar.	The	class	lent	their	
emotional	and	community	support	to	the	student,	and	again	with	the	student’s	permis-
sion, they organized a campaign to support an inclusive community throughout the 

residence	hall.	Along	the	lines	of	the	Not in Our Town 
campaigns,4 every door in the residence hall soon had 
a	flyer	that	affirmed	student	commitment	to	a	racially	
inclusive	and	welcoming	community.
Many	of	us	have	seen	the	wide-eyed	excitement	of	

students in class or office hours who have discovered 
new	perspectives	or	insights.	They	may	have	realized	
there is an intellectual door opening for them to a new 
field of study; or have re-imagined their lives and rela-
tionships in new, constructive dimensions; or have 
found new confidence in their own thinking and ability; 
or have discovered, even for the moment, a deeper 
level	of	meaning	in	their	lives.

For	other	students,	teachers	took	a	special	interest	in	them	as	future	poets,	doctors,	
musicians,	business	persons,	conflict	mediators,	writers,	parents,	elected	officials,	lawyers,	
social	workers,	engineers,	clergy	members,	or	teachers,	which	resulted	in	their	success.	
These teachers typically mentored their students not only during their classes, but also 
throughout	their	undergraduate	studies	and	sometimes	into	their	professional	lives.	

the iMPortAnCe of teACher-student relAtionshiPs

Despite	the	current	negative	rhetoric	directed	toward	teachers	in	our	society,5 scholars and 
educators are very familiar with the strong evidence that good teaching matters to students, 
student	learning,	and	their	persistence	and	graduation.	Good	teachers	understand	the	
importance of honoring their humanity and of giving genuine attention to each, individual 
student.	They	focus	on	student	learning,	and	they	also	recognize	that	students	learn	best	
when	they	are	valued	as	whole	beings	in	the	classroom	and	in	the	college.	Treating	students	
as just corporally detached intellects and consumers is not a winning strategy for learning 
or	success.	Our	students	come	to	the	classroom	and	campus	for	learning,	discovery,	and	
critical	inquiry	with	their	whole	lives	and	histories	intact.	When	faculty	develop	relationships	
with students, support them as whole beings, and touch their souls, students are motivated 
and inspired to learn, think critically, discover, question, succeed academically, graduate 
from	college,	and	flourish	personally,	socially,	spiritually,	and	civically.6 
Good	teachers	tend	to	be	democratic,	experiential,	empathetic,	and	they	encourage	

purposefulness	in	students’	lives.	They	create	a	safe	space	(more	recently	dubbed	a	“brave”	
space”7)	in	their	classrooms	for	reflection,	active	hope,	dialogue,	and	perspective	taking.	

When faculty develop relationships 
with students, support them as 
whole beings, and touch their souls, 
students are motivated and 
inspired to learn, think critically, 
discover, question, succeed 
academically, graduate from college, 
and flourish personally, socially, 
spiritually, and civically



Honoring	the	Humanity	of	Our	Students	 219

These instructors encourage integrative learning, active listening, meaningful engagement 
with people from different backgrounds, exploration of beliefs, and investigation of 
inequalities.	They	utilize	integrative	pedagogy	and	pedagogies	of	hope.8 

teAChing And leArning in CoMMunity

One	of	the	ideal	institutional	models	for	focusing	on	the	humanity	of	our	students	is	the	
learning	community,	which	is	rooted	in	the	traditional	notion	of	the	scholarly	community.	
Structured as residential learning communities or curricular communities, these models at 
their	best	integrate	the	curricular	and	co-curricular	aspects	of	the	college	experience.	They	
seek to provide, in community, the essential support for learning deeply, wrestling with ideas, 
finding	meaning	and	purpose	in	life,	and	building	close	faculty-student	relationships.9 
Community	is	a	foundational	principle	in	the	literature	on	schooling	and	learning,10 

yet it is often set aside as an organizing principle as colleges and universities become 
larger	and	more	corporate.	In	today’s	academy,	the	value	of	the	individual	star	and	the	
prize winner, be it the faculty member or student, too often takes precedence over the 
learning	community.	Fierce	competition	tears	apart	trust	and	collaboration	among	students	
and faculty, and courses that are graded on the curve to insure failure wreak havoc on 
any	sense	of	common	purpose	in	study	and	learning.	On	large	campuses	without	learning	
communities, the plague of social isolation and anonymity works to build a sense of 
impersonality	and	devaluing	of	life	and	humanity	itself.	The	current	popularity	of	the	
I’m Shmacked YouTube videos11 illustrates the anomie of drunken optics and the wasteland 
of	what	should	be	the	rich,	vibrant,	life-affirming	community	on	the	college	campus.

I have worked with many learning communities throughout my career: studying in 
one,	directing	others,	overseeing	a	campus	network,	and	consulting	with	many	others.	
These learning communities consistently invigorate faculty teaching and scholarship, 
engage students in learning and meaningful relationships, and build community within 
the	larger	campus.	In	recent	years	I	have	worked	with	the	Michigan	Community	Scholars	
Program,12 a residential learning community that focuses on deep learning, community 
building, meaningful service learning and community engagement, intercultural under-
standing,	intergroup	relations,	and	dialogue.	The	program	mission	statement	reads	in	part,	
“Faculty,	staff,	and	students	seek	to	model	a	just,	diverse,	and	democratic	community,	
and wish to make a difference throughout their lives as participants and leaders involved 
in	local,	national	and	global	communities.”13 

In its emphasis on diversity, the program has in recent years achieved a balance of 
about 50 percent students of color and international students, including close to 30 percent 
underrepresented	students	of	color	and	50	percent	white	students.	Each	week,	the	program’s	
Intergroup	Relations	Council	holds	formal	dialogues	or	more	informal	hot	topic	lounge	
discussions	that	are	led	by	trained	student	facilitators.	
Although	students	come	from	a	variety	of	neighborhoods	and	schools	across	the	

country, their common interest in making a difference in the world helps them to bridge 
their different backgrounds and experiences and to engage thoughtfully and energetically 
with	one	another.	They	feed	off	one	another’s	shared	commitments	and	fuel	a	palpable	
energy	of	ideas	and	activities	in	their	living	space	in	the	residence	hall.	Students	take	a	
common course together that focuses on the central themes of the program and provides 
advice	to	help	smooth	the	transition	to	college.	They	also	select	a	small	enrollment,	



220 Well-Being and Higher Education

first-year seminar and a community service learning course from a menu of courses taught 
by	faculty	who	are	committed	to	the	program’s	mission	and	typically	teach	in	classrooms	
in	the	residence	halls.	Students	take	their	learning	from	the	classrooms	back	to	the	corridors	
of their living spaces and continue their learning in informal discussions and interpersonal 
relationships	on	a	24/7	basis.	
These	learning	communities	have	their	foundation	in	the	Oxford-Cambridge	model	

of close faculty-student relationships, tutorials, dining together, and common social and 
athletic	clubs	that	later	shaped	the	Harvard-Yale	House	and	Residential	Colleges	com-
munities.14 They later expanded their purview to emphasize the development of engaged 
democratic	communities	as	conceptualized	by	Alexander	Meiklejohn	at	the	University	of	
Wisconsin.15 These learning communities emphasize the same notion of deep learning in 
community, a new, inclusive vision of a diverse democracy, close faculty-student relationships, 
and a strong sense of value in the humanity and worth of each individual student, teacher, 
and	staff	member	of	the	community.	

MeAning MAking And heAlthy leArning environMents

The	learning	environment	is	of	considerable	importance	in	terms	of	a	student’s	personal,	
social,	and	academic	success.	Student	mental	health	issues	on	college	campuses	have	
reached concerning rates,16 which has led some in higher education to worry about epi-
demic	levels	of	stress,	anxiety,	and	depression.17 In addition, campus climate issues of 
racial incivility, micro-aggression, outright racism, and levels of sexual assault and rape 
obviously create unsafe environments that are hostile to learning and academic success 
and	to	personal,	social,	and	intergroup	growth	and	development.
Many	campuses,	in	response,	have	increased	the	budgets	of	their	counseling	offices,	

safety departments, health services, and in some cases student life diversity staff to sup-
port students who face mental health concerns, hostile climates, or who have been sexu-
ally	assaulted.	Campuses	also	have	begun	to	think	about	the	hard	work	of	addressing	the	
broader educational, social, and structural issues that serve as the foundation of these 
problems.	They	have	instituted	new	orientation	programs,	provided	ongoing	support	
and educational service centers, and given public voice to the need for and the impor-
tance	of	a	healthy	and	safe	campus	climate.18 These issues are deep-seated, however, and 
will require far more sustained effort to achieve the kind of campuses at which students 
from all different social identities feel and experience the same sense of ownership, 
empowerment,	comfort,	and	safety	as	do	students	from	dominant	social	identity	groups.

With regard to mental health issues, however, the addition of more counselors only 
serves to showcase the heavy volume and intensity of problems that students face rather 
than	to	address	the	root	causes.	While	mental	health	issues	are	certainly	not	the	exclusive	
domain of college campuses, the stress level caused by high-pressure, high-stakes exams, 
weed-out courses, and intensive competition on every front creates conditions that 
intensify	mental	health	issues	such	as	stress,	anxiety	and	depression.	Giving	students	an	
opportunity to pet a therapy dog one day prior to final exams may give some momentary 
comfort, but it does little to ameliorate the underlying, daily, stress-inducing conditions 
that	negatively	affect	the	lives	of	many	students	on	too	many	college	campuses.

If we truly believe in the worth and humanity of each of our students rather than 
thinking of them as customers or consumers in a large corporate enterprise, we must 
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rethink how we educate our students, the attention we give to the learning environment 
in our classes and academic departments, and the overall climate we foster for students 
from	all	social	identity	backgrounds.	How	do	we	possibly	justify	requiring	our	students	
to endure four years of high-stress learning, hostile social climates, and potentially vio-
lent campus life in order to receive college degrees? I know we would not tolerate such 
an approach for people we love and respect as extraordinary individuals seeking to learn 
and	find	meaning	and	purpose	in	their	lives.

hoW Current PrACtiCe de-vAlues the huMAnity of our students

For	too	long	in	higher	education,	we	have	tolerated,	rewarded,	and	made	as	the	standard	
the	opposite	of	honoring	the	humanity	of	our	students.	Rather	than	taking	responsibility	
for	student	learning,	we	enroll	students	in	large	classes	with	little	faculty-student	contact.	
We	honor	the	grandiose	lecture	performed	before	hundreds	of	students.	We	put	on	a	
pedestal and promote faculty who are aloof from students or are too busy doing more 
important	research	to	spend	time	with	their	students.	In	doing	so,	we	deny	many	otherwise	
outstanding faculty the opportunity to be good teachers and teach the whole student 
because	the	professional	rewards	lie	elsewhere.19	At	many	colleges,	the	standing	joke	is	that	
the campus teaching award is the kiss of death because those who receive it are certain not 
to	be	granted	tenure	or	a	future	on	that	campus.20	As	a	result,	we	
have created a generation of passive and stressed-out student 
learners who look to be entertained and strive to get the 
grade	and	credential	rather	than	a	rich	education.	Will this 
be on the test? and Why didn’t I get an A? are the basis for too 
many	faculty-student	interactions.21

Even	more	harmful,	particularly	in	introductory	STEM	
and economics classes, are the high-stakes tests given as early 
as	the	first	semester	in	college.	Typically	given	in	large	lecture	
classes, these tests have a curved grading system that guarantees 
failure	for	a	certain	percentage	of	students.	In	guaranteeing	the	
failure of students in weed-out classes, even in some of the most selective institutions, we 
unnecessarily destroy student dreams and opportunities for learning and future profes-
sional lives, and those weeded-out are disproportionately women and underrepresented stu-
dents	of	color.	Higher	education	does	the	sorting	job	for	industry	rather	than	focus	on	its	
own	enterprise:	educating	students.22

I have seen far too many cases of students who have been harmed by the weed-out, 
test-oriented,	big	lecture	course.
•	A	student	sits	in	my	office,	distraught.	Her	dream	is	to	be	a	doctor,	but	she	tells	me	
that	she	is	failing	introductory	chemistry.	She	is	very	bright,	studies	hard,	and	goes	
to	office	hours,	but	the	600-student	lecture	class	with	high-stakes	exams	doesn’t	work	
for	her.	She	came	to	college	with	an	excellent	high	school	profile	and	the	highest	
hopes	and	ambitions,	but	things	are	not	working	out	as	planned.	She	meets	weekly	
with	a	therapist	at	the	campus	counseling	office.	
•	Another	student	comes	to	my	office.	She	tells	me	that	she	just	got	her	grade	back	
from	her	first	exam	in	introductory	economics.	She	is	crushed.	Her	dream	is	to	gain	
admission	to	the	university’s	business	school.	But	as	bright	and	hardworking	as	she	

How do we possibly justify 
requiring our students to 
endure four years of high-stress 
learning, hostile social climates, 
and potentially violent 
campus life in order to 
receive college degrees? 
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is,	she	received	a	D	on	her	exam.	The	class	is	graded	on	a	curve,	so	there	is	a	pre-
determined institutional decision that a certain percentage of students will get 
grades	of	D	and	E.	She	tells	me	how	hard	she	studied	and	how	bad	she	feels.	She’s	
embarrassed	to	tell	her	friends	or	her	parents.	I	recommend	that	she	get	a	personal	
tutor, which has become a commonplace practice for students in this class who can 
afford	this	expensive	but	essential	help.	
These	cases	represent	the	tip	of	the	iceberg.	Every	fall	semester	I	have	more	of	these	

interactions	with	distraught	students.	Introductory	chemistry,	economics,	and	math	are	
often	the	triggers.	Although	I	occasionally	have	this	discussion	with	a	male	student,	in	
most cases female students are most willing to express their pain, and underrepresented 
students	of	color	are	well-represented	with	white	female	students.	A	smaller	number	of	
male	students	share	similar	stories	but	usually	not	until	a	semester	or	a	year	after	the	fact.	
They	relate	the	same	disappointment	and	distress	after	their	hidden	tears	have	dried.	
What’s	the	lesson	here?	Is	it	one	of	students	not	working	hard	enough	or	overestimating	

their abilities in highly competitive college classes? Is it one of students who are ill-prepared 
by high school for demanding college standards? Is it one of students who do not know 
how to study or manage their time for college learning? 

While there is some truth in all of these explanations, I am convinced that the dominant 
story is one of inadequate and ineffective approaches to teaching that are rewarded 
through tenure and promotion structures that minimize the importance of teaching and 
through financial savings from oversized classes that come at the cost of teacher-student 
relationships,	student	learning,	and	in	too	many	cases,	broken	lives.	It	is	a	story	of	uni-
versities that have taken on the cutthroat business of industry by using introductory 
courses, originally designed to engage students in learning about and experiencing new 
fields	of	study,	to	lop	off	or	lay	off	those	who	get	low	grades.	Rather	than	being	about	
teaching and learning, higher education becomes a blunt instrument for gatekeeping 
and	maintaining	the	social	inequalities	and	stratification	in	society.	Unfortunately,	
despite all the rhetoric, higher education continues to privilege the most wealthy and 
educationally advantaged white students while reinforcing the inequality of society and 
victimizing	women	and	especially	underrepresented	students	of	color.23 

Yes it is true that some students overestimate their ability, some come underprepared 
for	college-level	classes,	and	some	don’t	yet	know	how	to	properly	study	and	manage	
their	time.	And	I	have	had	ample	personal	experience	with	the	view	of	many	faculty	that	
student	failure	in	these	introductory	courses	is	the	student’s	fault	and	that	their	courses	
serve	to	separate	out	the	worthy	students.	I	couldn’t	disagree	more.	Both	the	analysis	of	
why	students	fail	in	these	classes	and	the	approach	to	teaching	are	terribly	flawed.	
Unfortunately,	today	with	the	multitude	of	technological	advances	and	opportunities	

available to enhance good teaching, unless we are very careful and intentional, we stand 
on	the	precipice	of	multiplying	the	wrongs	of	our	denigration	of	teaching.	Massive	open	
online	courses,	commonly	known	as	MOOCs,	are	currently	presented	to	higher	educa-
tion	as	a	way	to	offer	a	college	education	to	the	masses	at	a	very	affordable	price.	Absent	
in	the	conversation	is	any	mention	of	good	teaching.	We	are	entering	a	new	era	of	the	
super-star lecturer who performs for and entertains an online audience comprised of 
thousands, even tens of thousands, of students and uses the latest technologies without 
any in-person contact, any meaningful teacher-student relationships, or any nod to the 
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value	of	good	teaching	and	good	teachers.	For	low	income	students,	including	many	
underrepresented students of color, this new approach to teaching in higher education is 
a	recipe	for	disaster.	Many	of	these	students	have	in	too	many	cases	struggled	through	
underserving public high school educations and have gotten by only with intelligence, 
grit,	persistence,	and	the	inspiration	and	commitment	of	a	caring	teacher	or	mentor.24 
Student	failure	will	be	attributed	to	the	student,	and	blame	will	be	plentiful.	As	is	the	case	
with	community	colleges,	America’s	political	and	educational	elite	will	tell	its	low	income	
families that they were given every opportunity to learn and advance themselves, that they 
had	the	most	renowned	scholars	in	the	nation	as	their	lecturers,	and	still	they	failed.25

Learning analytics is another popular tool whose leading advocates seem to be following 
a	similar	pattern.	Data	culled	from	years	of	college	classes	provides	clear	evidence	of	the	
longstanding inequitable performance outcomes across race and gender in introductory 
STEM	courses	taught	in	the	traditional	lecture-testing	format.26 Yet it is very disappointing 
that rather than insist that faculty change their teaching approach in these classes to address the 
inequity, the first innovation to come from the learning analytics 
movement has been a new, high-priced, robotic counseling reform 
known as e-coaching—no	human	contact	necessary.27

I want to be clear that my criticism is not of the internet, data, 
or	technology	as	opportunities	to	enhance	student	learning.	It	is,	
rather, the way technology is being imagined and used as an excuse 
not to demand more from faculty to make substantial, non-trivial, 
changes	in	their	approaches	to	large,	introductory	STEM	and	
economics classes and as a cheap replacement to remove good 
teachers	from	the	classroom	and	from	our	students.28 What students really want and need 
are	some	human	teachers	with	whom	they	can	learn	and	to	whom	they	can	relate.

seizing the PlAtforM for honoring the huMAnity of our students

Students who have arrived at our institutions of higher education deserve access to out-
standing teaching and teachers who will support their learning and development so they 
can	grow	and	flourish	as	individuals	and	as	active,	contributing	citizens	of	our	diverse	
democracy.	Such	teaching	and	teachers	are	indeed	present	right	now	on	our	campuses,	
but they work against the tide of institutional structures and rewards that place greater 
value	on	other	activities.	
Ultimately,	it	will	take	a	reconceptualization	of	higher	education’s	approach	to	students,	

the	learning/scholarly	community,	teaching	and	learning,	and	teacher-student	relationships.	
My	hope	is	that	we	will	recognize	that	our	students	are	whole	people	and	that	they	represent	
our	collective	humanity.	The	primary	goal	of	higher	education	should	not	be	limited	to	job	
training for industry and the corporate world with a narrow and restrictive vision of students 
as	consumers	and	customers	on	the	path	to	becoming	future	employees.	We	should	elevate	
our	vision	to	see	that	all	of	our	students	hold	the	capacity	to	realize	our	society’s	full	humanity	
and our role is to help them discover meaning and purpose for their own lives as they study 
and	learn	with	bright,	caring,	creative	teachers	and	mentors.

What students really 
want and need are some 
human teachers with whom 
they can learn and 
to whom they can relate
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Well-Being and Being Safe:  
Do Guns change Social interactions?  

a Missouri case Study1

Jonathan M. Metzl

Missouri is Poised to beCoMe the latest state to allow guns into college classrooms.	
The	Republican	state	senate	is	currently	(as	of	March,	2016)	finalizing	deliberations	on	a	
bill that, if passed, will remove restrictions on carrying concealed weapons on college 
campuses	across	the	state.2	For	supporters,	allowing	students,	professors,	and	staff	to	
carry	weapons	to	school	is	a	matter	of	safety	and	self-defense.	“Making	good	people	
helpless	doesn’t	make	bad	people	harmless,”	claimed	Republican	State	Senator	Bob	Dixon	
during	Senate	hearings	on	campus-carry	legislation.3	Meanwhile,	critics	point	to	data	
suggesting	that	college	campuses	are	already	among	the	safest	places	in	the	United	States	
for	college-age	persons	precisely	because	these	campuses	function	as	gun-free	zones.4

The specter of loaded firearms in the context of college classrooms raises particular concerns5 
in no small part because the dynamics of learning6 often depend on professors challenging 
students to step beyond their comfort zones and because students and professors engage in 
daily	high-stakes	negotiations	about	matters	such	as	grades,	attendance,	and	participation.	
But	beneath	these	concerns	lies	a	broader	set	of	questions:	do	guns	change	the	ways	that	
people	interact	with	each	other?	And	does	the	presence	of	firearms	in	sites	of	learning	
change the types of thinkers, doers, and citizens that colleges and universities aim to produce? 
The	effect	of	guns	on	people’s	daily	interactions	emerged	as	a	central	theme	in	interviews	 

I	conducted	with	everyday	Missourians	when	I	was	in	the	state	to	talk	to	people	about	
legislation	that	paved	the	way	for	campus	carry.	During	the	past	several	years,	the	Missouri	
legislature overturned regulations on the open-carry of firearms,7 lowered the legal age to 
carry a concealed gun to 19, and repealed requirements for comprehensive background 
checks	and	purchase	permits.	Armed	citizens	soon	appeared	with	increasing	prominence	
in	previously	gun-free	public	spaces,	forcing	non-armed	citizens	to	adapt.	
For	instance,	I	met	a	man	named	John	Steen	who	now	thinks	twice	about	shopping	at	

Sam’s	Club.	Steen,	a	66-year	old	Vietnam	veteran	who	works	in	Kansas	City,	used	to	stop	
by	the	wholesale	megastore	on	his	way	home	from	his	job	as	a	home	health	care	provider.	
But	that	was	before	he	saw	armed	white	men	stroll	through	the	aisles	exerting	what	gun	
proponents	describe	as	their	“unalienable”	rights	to	carry	firearms	into	public	spaces	
including	retail	stores.8	For	Steen	and	other	African	Americans	in	Kansas	City,	the	result	
was	often	intimidation:	“I	see	white	guys	and	their	sons	walking	around	Sam’s	Club,	
Walmart,	and	other	places	where	we	shop,	strolling	with	guns	on	their	hips	like	it’s	the	

http://www.news-leader.com/story/news/politics/2015/12/02/sen-dixon-files-bill-allow-concealed-carry-missouri-campuses/76684966/
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wild	west,”	he	told	me.	“They’re	trying	to	be	all	macho,	like	they	have	power	because	of	
their	guns,	walking	down	the	aisles.	It	just	makes	me	.	.	.	stay	away.”	
Ironically,	Missouri	used	to	have	among	the	strictest	gun	laws	in	the	nation,	including	a	

requirement	that	handgun	buyers	undergo	background	checks	in	person	at	sheriffs’	offices	
before	obtaining	gun	permits.9	But	starting	in	2007,	an	increasingly	conservative	legislature	
and citizenry relaxed limitations governing practically every aspect of buying, owning, and 
carrying	guns.	Concealed	carry	led	to	calls	for	open	carry,	which	then	led	to	Amendment	5,	
which effectively negated the rights of cities or towns to pass or enforce practically any 
form	of	gun	control.10 

What followed was a state of affairs that was referred to in The New York Times as a 
“natural	experiment”	to	test	whether	more	guns	led	to	more	safety	and	less	crime.11 
Instead, according to researchers, the opposite occurred: gun deaths soared when it became 

easier	for	people	to	buy	and	carry	firearms	in	the	state.	
A	team	of	researchers	led	by	Daniel	Webster,	Director	of	
the	Johns	Hopkins	Center	for	Gun	Policy	and	Research,	
analyzed	extensive	crime	data	from	Missouri	and	found	
that	the	state’s	2007	repeal	of	the	permit-to-purchase	
handgun law was associated with a twenty-five percent 
increase	in	firearm	homicides	rates.	Between	2008	and	
2014	the	Missouri	gun	homicide	rate	rose	to	forty-seven	
percent	higher	than	the	national	average.12 
Missouri’s	startling	rates	of	gun	death	made	national	

news.13	Yet	beyond	the	headlines,	many	Missouri	residents	
with	whom	I	spoke	worried	that	the	Show	Me	State’s	
famous neighborliness and hospitality might give way to 
interactions	based	in	trepidation	and	mistrust.	For	example,	
Missourians	like	Steen	worried	about	the	ways	that	guns	
heightened	racial	tensions.	And	indeed,	the	implications	

of white citizens brandishing guns in mixed race settings played out writ large in downtown 
St.	Louis	when,	after	the	passage	of	Amendment	5	and	just	months	before	protests	began	
in	nearby	Ferguson,	white	Missouri	open-carry	advocates	paraded	through	the	streets	waving	
handguns,	long	guns,	and	assault	rifles.14 
For	Rev.	Dr.	Cassandra	Gould,	events	such	as	these	illustrate	a	double	standard	through	

which	society	codes	white	gun	owners	as	“protectors”	and	black	gun	owners	as	“threats.”	
As	Pastor	of	Quinn	Chapel	A.M.E.	Church	in	Jefferson	City,	Gould	led	an	intense	debate	
among	her	congregants	after	the	shooting	in	Charleston	that	yielded	a	decision	to	ban	
guns	in	their	house	of	worship.	For	Gould,	“even	though	I	want	us	to	be	protected,	I	can’t	
escape the fact that these are the same guns that are oppressing communities of color in our 
state.”15 This disparity in the way certain races are perceived in relation to weapons is one that 
may	also	be	salient	to	consider	within	the	realm	of	higher	education—particularly	as	more	
institutions	seek	to	reimagine	their	practices	to	be	more	equitable	and	culturally-sensitive.
Some	Missouri	parents	fret	about	firearms	when	their	children	play.	In	a	state	in	which	

there are now virtually no remaining laws prohibiting the carrying or owning of guns, 
Missouri	now	leads	the	nation	in	accidental	shootings	by	toddlers—instances	where	young	
children	find	unlocked	guns	and	accidentally	discharge	them.16	In	response,	the	Missouri	
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chapter	of	Moms	Demand	Action	signed	onto	a	BE	SMART	campaign	to	promote	safety	
steps, including training parents to secure guns in their homes and ask about proper firearm 
storage	before	dropping	children	off	at	a	friend’s	house.17	As	Becky	Morgan,	Missouri	
Chapter	Lead	for	Moms	puts	it,	“This	is	a	new	step	to	parents	are	taking	to	look	out	for	
our	children’s	safety.	We	already	ask	about	food	allergies,	pet	allergies	and	pools.	Now	we	
ask	if	firearms	are	in	the	home,	are	they	stored	properly	out	of	children’s	reach?”18

Thoughts about gun proliferation even affect exchanges in the halls of power that 
passed	gun	legislation	in	the	first	place.	Democratic	Missouri	State	Representative	Stacey	
Newman worries that many legislators and their staff carry concealed weapons during 
heated	debates	on	the	House	floor:	“With	new	laws,	capital	security	can	no	longer	ask	
lawmakers	to	check	their	firearms	at	the	door,”	she	explained.	“And	I	often	find	it	quite	
unnerving	that	the	people	I’m	working	with	or	arguing	against	might	well	be	carrying	
secret	guns	during	our	legislative	sessions”19—a	sentiment	relevant	to,	perhaps,	a	safeness	
needed	in	academic	environments	in	which	risk	taking	and	active	discussion	can	thrive.	
To	be	sure,	notions	of	an	armed	society	are	precisely	what	many	pro-gun-rights	Missourians	
and	legislators	envision	and	support.	Linda	Hopkins,	owner	of	Smokin’	Guns	BBQ	in	
North	Kansas	City,	welcomes	customers	who	carry	concealed	weapons	and	feels	far	more	
angered	by	“food	prices	and	intrusive	government	regulations.”20	And	Missouri	was	recently	
cited in Guns & Ammo as a top state for gun owners due to legislation allowing concealed 
carry:	“Known	once	as	one	of	the	last	holdouts	against	CCW,	the	Show	Me	State	is	now	
ahead	of	the	curve	when	it	comes	to	gun	rights.”21

But	a	number	of	the	Missourians	with	whom	I	spoke	felt	otherwise,	and	their	concerns	
seemed to provide broader context for questions of self-other relationships, power relations, 
safety,	and	conflict	resolution	that	lie	at	the	core	of	debates	about	allowing	guns	into	college	
classrooms.	Newman,	the	state	representative,	particularly	worries	about	the	effect	that	
allowing	guns	will	have	on	the	“psyches	of	our	children,”	who	go	to	college	to	learn	and	
grow in a safe environment and instead may soon encounter classrooms where guns and 
armed	confrontations	remain	“constant	possibilities.”	For	Newman	the	issue	hits	home:	
her	daughter	attends	grad	school	at	the	University	of	Kansas,	a	campus	that	already	allows	
concealed	firearms:	“As	a	parent	this	is	just	my	worst	nightmare.”22 
Meanwhile	Steen,	the	home	health	provider,	has	seen	enough	of	guns	in	his	lifetime.	

“I	was	in	Vietnam	with	the	US	Military,	I	saw	what	it	means	to	draw	a	gun	and	shoot	
another	person,	it’s	devastating.	Trust	me	.	.	.	most	of	these	people	have	no	idea.”23

notes

1.	 Editor’s	note:	Beyond	the	cultivation	of	curricular	opportunities,	pedagogical	innovations,	and	the	multiple	
structural ways in which a campus culture facilitates learning and well-being, there is the question of what else 
the	campus	must	be	and	support	if	it	truly	is	to	attend	to	its	full	purposes.	Is	safeness	an	undeniable,	crucial	
element	of	the	campus	culture?	Must	an	institution	committed	to	well-being	recognize	that	its	constituencies	
feel	and	be	secure?	By	introducing	an	actual	current	prevailing	challenge	at	play	in	the	state	of	Missouri—the	
permissibility	of	guns,	even	concealed,	on	campus—Dr.	Metzel’s	provocation	opens	and	provokes	consider-
ation	of	what	being	safe	might	mean	in	relationship	to	a	culture	of	well-being	and	learning.	The	directions	of	
subsequent discussion could be as diverse as judicial interpretation of the right to bear arms to the exploration 
of what institutions can require as part of any contract for student admission, to the employment of faculty 
and	staff.	Beyond	those	discussions,	the	provocation	could	open	an	even	broader	window	to	what	being	a	safe	
environment	can	mean.	Does	it	clarify	the	negotiation	of	campus	judicial	policies	and	their	harmony	with	
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criminal	law?	Does	it	speak	to	whether	there	ought	to	be	trigger	notices	to	alert	students	to	materials	that	
would negatively affect their senses of being safe? These topics are high on the list for anyone considering 
what	a	supportive	environment	for	well-being	must	be.	Insights	and	practices	to	help	guide	thinking	through	
these issues and related ones can be found in several earlier essays in Well-Being and Higher Education (see for 
example	the	essay	by	Barry	Schwartz)	and	on	both	the	National	Association	of	Student	Personnel	Administrators	
(NASPA)	and	the	National	Association	of	College	and	University	Attorneys	(NACUA)	web	sites.	
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Well-Being and the  
community college Mission

Dr. Amanda Hyberger

“In the coming years, jobs requiring at least an associate degree are projected to grow 
twice as fast as jobs requiring no college experience. We will not fill those jobs—or keep 
those jobs on our shores—without the training offered by community colleges.” 
—President bArACk obAMA1

in An inCreAsingly CoMPetitive world	economy,	America’s	economic	strength	depends	upon	
the	education	and	skills	of	its	workers.	To	meet	this	need,	President	Obama	set	two	national	
goals:	by	2020,	America	will	once	again	have	the	highest	proportion	of	college	graduates	in	
the	world	and	community	colleges	will	produce	an	additional	five	million	graduates.2

The urgent need for an increasingly educated workforce and the important role that 
community	colleges	play	in	maintaining	America’s	preeminence	in	the	world	are	indisputable,	
but for many of us who have dedicated our lives to community colleges, there is undeniable 
fear	in	this	realization.	Although	eager	to	assume	this	role,	the	inability	to	find	easy	solutions	
for closing the degree attainment gap at our institutions has profound implications to our 
nation’s	future.	On	one	hand,	community	colleges	are	gaining	ground	in	terms	of	academic	
respect, including increased appreciation for the long-standing focus of faculty on teaching, 
learning,	and	classroom	innovation.	On	the	other	hand,	there	is	increasing	pressure	to	
produce similar results in the same timeframe but with fewer resources than universities 
with	entrance	requirements.

In many ways community colleges themselves have helped bring about this current 
impasse.	Exceedingly	successful	at	creating	open-access	institutions,	community	colleges	
now	face	a	seemingly	impossible	task	in	this	new	era	of	accountability.	We	have	multi-
faceted faculty who teach fully on-line, hybrid, and ground courses as well as those 
who	teach	early	morning,	evening,	and	weekend	courses.	We	have	excessively	lenient	
admissions policies that have fostered last-minute registration and inadequate preparation 
for	the	first	day	of	classes.	We	administer	our	own	placement	tests	and	summer-bridge	
courses	that	allow	multiple	opportunities	to	avoid	remedial	courses.	We	accept	late	work,	
partial work, and even poor quality work at times in hopes of inspiring, graduating, and 
improving	the	lives	of	our	students.	Most	importantly,	our	student	population	is	natu-
rally	diverse	demographically	and	socio-economically.	This	is	one	of	our	greatest	assets,	
but	it	also	makes	it	difficult	to	successfully	meet	the	Presidential	goal.	These	diverse	
students	have	various	personal	reasons	and	timelines	for	attending	college.	Within	a	
given course, a faculty member can anticipate part-time and full-time students, remedial 
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and honors students, advanced high-school students, adult learners, and even university 
transfer	students.	
As	a	result	of	this	openness	and	subsequent	diversity,	and	perhaps	even	more	than	

prestigious universities that rigorously select students most likely to succeed, the community 
college	access	environment	has	been	a	survival	of	the	fittest	model.	For	decades,	community	
colleges	have	expected	to	graduate	much	smaller	numbers	of	students	than	were	admitted.	
Instead, we have celebrated the many students who crossed the finish line but at a much 
slower	pace	and	with	more	remediation	than	would	be	permitted	at	universities.	Access	
has	meant	opportunity	for	all,	and	that	was	where	a	good	deal	of	the	attention	was	focused.	
So unfortunately students, especially non-remedial students, have often gone unguided 

and been left to navigate their college experiences and finan-
cial	resources	on	their	own.	Many	students	without	mentors	
or family with collegiate experience wander through our halls 
isolated	and	confused.	In	recent	years	as	extensive	safety	nets	
have been put in place, there has been a logical fear that hand-
holding students through to graduation simply extends high 
school	and	is	not	preparation	for	the	real	world.
So	how	do	we	answer	the	nation’s	call	and	reallocate	energy	

and resources to student-centered learning without sacrificing 
access?	What	will	be	needed	to	truly	affect	America’s	status	

in the global economy, to graduate more students, and to graduate life-long learners who 
are self-reliant, creative, adaptable, and eager to positively affect their communities and 
chosen professions? How do community college professionals, especially those in direct, day-
to-day	contact	with	students,	influence	policy	makers	and	at	least	have	an	open	channel	
to offer sound advice for allotment of financial resources?
Before	any	of	these	questions	can	be	answered,	we	in	higher	education	must	recognize	

and	acknowledge	the	challenges	that	prevent	growth	in	the	number	of	quality	graduates.	
Putting monetary issues aside long enough to discuss ideas, we must focus our community 
leaders	and	policy	makers	on	the	current	realities	of	our	classrooms.	The	primary	challenge	
that needs to be discussed openly and honestly is that an alarming number of our entering 
students	are	academically	unwell.	A	seemingly	endless	number	of	factors	may	contribute	to	
this situation: lack of educational support in the family structure, eroded self-confidence 
due to poor performance on standardized testing, poor work ethics, or lack of understanding 
of	how	personal	interests	align	with	college	majors	or	professions.	Whatever	the	root	causes,	
before	improvements	can	be	made,	America	must	own	the	reality	that	although	most	
people recognize the importance of a college degree, our instant-gratification society does 
not	naturally	develop	disciplined,	open-minded,	eager	learners.	Especially	suffering	in	
this environment are first generation college students, who are crucial to meet the goal of 
an	increasingly	educated	workforce.	Instead,	this	population	demonstrates	lower	literacy	rates	
than	counterparts	in	other	nations.3

To	achieve	the	President’s	goal	of	an	additional	five	million	graduates—and	more	
importantly	of	high-functioning	graduates	who	can	be	competitive	in	a	global	world—
we	as	a	society	need	to	attend	to	the	academic	wellness	of	our	students.	Academic	well-
ness should not be confused with mental wellness; a person coping with a mental illness 
may	or	may	not	be	succeeding	academically.	Academic	wellness	deals	with	a	student’s	
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intrinsic desire to learn, passion for a given field, confidence that deep learning is possible, 
and	developed	life	skills	to	make	academic	pursuits	a	reality.	Instead,	low	self-esteem,	
low self-expectations, and lack of motivation represent the base-line reality for many 
entering	freshmen.	Unfortunately,	these	students	often	do	not	see	themselves	as	unwell 
but as unsmart.	
A	student	cannot	learn,	retain,	and	build	upon	previous	learning	without	the	confidence	

that	learning	is	possible	in	the	first	place.	A	student	does	not	likely	think,	“The	reason	
I’m	having	trouble	with	this	concept	is	that	I’m	a	first	generation	college	student	from	
an	underserved	and	failing	high	school.”	He	or	she	likely	thinks	and	has	thought	for	years,	
“I’m	not	good	at	this	subject”	or	“This	class	requires	more	papers	than	I	can	possibly	write.”	
Largely, new students enter community colleges intimidated and unfocused instead of 
excited	about	learning	and	experiencing	new	opportunities.	No	computer	program,	
remedial course, or co-requisite course can make deep learning possible until the hearts 
and	minds	of	students	are	healed	and	motivated.	We	must	not	view	them	as	they	often	
see	themselves;	for	our	nation’s	sake,	we	must	recognize	them	as	unwell	and	able	to	be	
restored.	If	we	truly	understand	and	have	empathy	for	this	crisis,	then	we	can	begin	to	
shift	attention	and	resources	toward	potential	solutions.	Perhaps	one	such	needed	shift	is	
one	of	perspective—that	in	fact	it	is	not	the	student	who	is	unwell	but	the	system	itself.

Restoring the academic health of our students and institutions across the nation will 
require the wisdom on the part of college administrators, communities, grantors, and the 
Federal	Government	to	allocate	resources	toward	solutions	that	
have potential to affect pre-collegiate education and the 
patience to allow experienced and passionate educators the time 
and	space	to	be	creative	and	dynamic.	Already	throughout	the	
nation, high impact practices, such as learning communities, 
service-learning, and undergraduate research, have shown great 
potential but need nationwide support and multiple levels of 
implementation	to	realize	their	full	potential.	EPortfolio	initia-
tives, which encourage students to attend to possible connections 
among	ideas	or	methods	through	reflection,	are	still	on	the	rise,	
but	best	practices	are	still	being	developed	and	much	is	still	to	be	discovered.	High	impact	
practices and ePortfolio are not easy blueprints for success but must to be tailored to local 
communities and used as springboards for collaboration with businesses and community 
organizations,	especially	when	implemented	in	community	colleges.
Local	businesses	and	community	partners	are	often	underutilized	or	ill-used	assets.	

When these local leaders are brought to campus, they usually encounter only the most 
polished	and	prepared	students.	They	meet	with	our	student	leaders	and	soon-to-be-
graduates	at	career	fairs	or	perhaps	through	internships	or	experiences	in	clinics.	All	of	
these things have their place, but rarely do we introduce leaders to the student likely to 
fail	or	one	that	could	potentially	embarrass	the	institution.	What	would	happen	if	we	
were courageous and worked to help our community leaders understand the academically 
unwell student? What if in the same spirit of internships, there were preternships open to 
all	entering	students?	Radical	but	not	impossible.	What	if	service	learning	activities	with	
community	organizations	could	be	opportunities	to	volunteer	and	reflect	and	also	to	
explore a career and meet potential mentors in a selected field of interest? How would 
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such partnerships change local policy conversations? How would what we gain from such 
conversations serve to help us understand the unwell culture of the institution? It is not 
hard	to	imagine	that	discussions	in	board	rooms	would	be	radically	different—perhaps	
even	revolutionary—for	educational	reform.	

The opportunities to discuss and affect the wellness and success of all students open 
wide as we invite local businesses to the campus to work with students during their first 
semesters, a time during which they do not generally expect to receive this kind of support 
or	interest.	For	community	college	students,	discussing	career,	financial,	and	work	ethic	
issues with real world mentors quickly separates the new college experience from the previous 
high	school	or	failed	college	experience.	In	addition,	these	partnerships	could	help	students	
understand that their financial aid is an investment by the community and that their futures 
matter	to	the	people	and	businesses	around	them.

The needs of our nation will hardly release community colleges from their current 
responsibilities	and	challenges.	Faculty	across	the	nation	could	be	whispering	by	the	department	
copiers,	“We	can	increase	the	number	of	graduates	tomorrow.	We	just	need	to	inflate	grades	
and	lower	our	standards.”	Fostering	quality,	well	graduates	who	are	eager	and	able	to	
compete	globally	is	much	more	difficult.	Students	require	education	in	life	skills,	mentoring,	
and	opportunities	to	practice	and	reflect	on	their	behavior	in	conjunction	with	and	prior	to	
coursework to gain confidence and build positive connections with their campuses and larger 
communities.	We	must	believe	our	students	are	capable	of	deep	and	connective	learning	
and	build	that	belief	into	the	mission	and	actions	of	community	colleges.	Such	a	transition	
is possible on a national scale if those who interact with students do so with compassion 
and	the	courage	to	begin	meaningful	conversations.	

notes

1.	 The	White	House,	“Building	American	Skills	Through	Community	Colleges,”	Accessed	January	10,	2016,	
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the Morehouse Mystique and the  
collective Well-Being imperative

John Silvanus Wilson Jr.

The school is a mill into which students are thrown as grain into the hopper for 
the grinding of a grist that shall improve the world.
—froM the finAl letter Written by henry lyMAn Morehouse

fiftieth AnniversAry CereMony of Morehouse College, 1917

eduCAtors, PsyChologists, And soCiologists have tried for years to understand or 
decode the Morehouse Mystique—the	Morehouse	style	of	education	that	can	be	as	elusive	as	
it	is	illuminating.	In	simple	terms,	it	refers	to	the	manifestation	of	particular	characteristics	
that	define	the	institution	and	its	unique	approach	to	nurturing	the	well-being	of	its	students.	
At	Morehouse,	the	purpose	of	producing	an	enriched	student	is	to	produce	an	enriched	
people,	community,	nation,	and	world.	At	no	time	in	the	College’s	history	has	well-being	
been	defined	or	approached	as	an	exclusively	individual	desideratum.	Students	continue	
to	be	intellectually	and	psychologically	prepared	to	improve	the	world.	And	to	that	end,	
well-being is measured not merely by the ability to compete and work in the world one 
enters, but also by the ability to imagine and work for the world one wants his or her 
children	to	enter.	Thus	at	Morehouse,	the	primary	measure	of	institutional	and	individual	
value	has	always	been	tied	to	the	common	good	or	to	the	collective	well-being.
A	Morehouse	graduate	named	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.	is	by	far	the	most	remarkable	

example of this tie between the campus learning experience and the collective imperative 
to	well-being.	When	King	entered	Morehouse	in	1944,	he	was	reading	at	an	eighth	grade	
level	and	aspired	to	be	a	doctor	or	lawyer.	By	the	time	he	graduated	in	1948,	based	largely	
on	the	institution’s	approach	to	nurturing	him,	he	was	already	on	a	life	trajectory	that	
would eventually yield a Nobel Peace Prize, a national holiday, and a granite memorial on 
the	National	Mall.
King	is	singular	but	not	alone.	
Consistent	with	its	early	emphasis	on	producing	“preachers	and	teachers,”	Morehouse	

continues	to	graduate	many	leaders	for	the	nation’s	major	pulpits	and	for	various	educational	
institutions,	including	nearly	50	college	presidents.	Three	historically	black	universities	
have	been	named	in	honor	of	Morehouse	men.
Morehouse	has	also	produced	numerous	public	servants,	including	at	least	eight	mayors,	

five	U.S.	congressmen,	and	at	least	16	other	legislators	of	stature	from	at	least	14	states.	
Morehouse	men	have	been	leaders	of	social	and	civil	rights	organizations,	including	the	
National	Association	for	the	Advancement	of	Colored	People,	the	National	Urban	
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League,	the	Southern	Christian	Leadership	Conference,	the	United	Negro	College	Fund,	
and	Africare.	Similarly,	Morehouse	graduates	have	served	in	senior	national	roles	as	a	
U.S.	Surgeon	General,	Deputy	Secretaries	of	Commerce	and	Education,	and	U.S.	Secretaries	
for	Health	and	Human	Services	and	Homeland	Security.
Morehouse	alumni	in	science	and	technology	have	led	large	laboratories,	generated	

pioneering research, founded multiple high-tech companies, and blazed new trails in on-line 
education.	In	the	medical	fields,	Morehouse	has	produced	countless	physicians;	one	
Morehouse	graduate	founded	a	medical	school,	another	spearheaded	leading-edge	cancer	

research,	another	helped	to	eradicate	the	Guinea	worm	disease	
and	is	a	MacArthur	Fellow,	another	led	the	National	Institute	
of	Biomedical	Imaging	and	Bioengineering,	and	yet	another	
led	the	National	Science	Foundation.
One	Morehouse	graduate	won	multiple	Olympic	gold	medals,	

one	won	a	Super	Bowl	ring,	and	another	won	major	league	base-
ball’s	Most	Valuable	Player	award	in	the	World	Series.	
Morehouse	men	have	been	lauded	musicians,	composers,	and	

Grammy-award-winning	producers,	and	many	have	received	
critical	acclaim	on	Broadway.	One	Morehouse	man	is	a	break-
through	filmmaker	and	won	an	honorary	Oscar,	and	another	

only recently slipped to second place after reigning for years as the top revenue-grossing 
actor	in	cinematic	history.
Morehouse	has	produced	four	Rhodes	Scholars,	more	than	any	other	historically	black	

college	or	university,	including	a	2016	recipient	in	computer	science.	
In the aggregate, these distinguished alumni have reached high levels of personal achieve-

ment	and	community	service,	and	their	accomplishments	are	the	stuff	of	the	Morehouse	
institutional	brand.
How	did	the	Morehouse	approach	to	student	well-being,	as	infused	into	campus	traditions	

and	culture,	help	to	prepare	King	and	so	many	others	to	be	reformers	and	transformers	of	
the ways of the world and not merely conformers to them? 
This	essay	highlights	the	roots	of	the	Morehouse	approach	to	student	well-being	and	

reveals	a	leadership	style	that	has	been	stable	yet	adaptable	and	adoptable	for	years.	It	reveals	a	
character-driven pedagogy that has helped to consistently produce a disproportionately 
high	number	of	leaders	who	operate	in	the	public	interest.	

the CAMPus Posture

Grounded	in	history,	the	Morehouse	College	definition	of	individual	well-being	has	always	
been	tied	to	the	greater	good	or	to	the	collective	well-being	of	those	far	beyond	the	Morehouse	
campus.	That	institutional	posture	was	set	early	on	before	the	College	graduated	even	100	
students.	And	Morehouse’s	aggressive	embrace	of	a	unique	institutional	identity	was	tightened	
by	an	often-misattributed	response	to	a	pivotal	historic	event.
On	September	18,	1895	within	four	miles	of	the	Morehouse	College	campus,	Booker	

T.	Washington	delivered	a	defining	speech	at	the	Atlanta	Cotton	States	and	International	
Exhibition.	The	ten-minute	articulation	of	how	to	improve	race	relations	in	the	South	
would	later	be	dubbed,	“the	Atlanta	Compromise.”	Southern	racial	tension	had	remained	
high since emancipation, and there was little agreement and less imagination about 
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whether	and	how	the	races	could	live,	develop,	and	work	together.	Washington’s	speech	
was an eloquent proposal designed to relieve those tensions and release the nation from a 
quandary	with	which	it	had	struggled	too	long.
With	profound	curricular	and	pedagogic	implications,	the	Compromise	offer	fueled	

the subsequent debate about the purposes of black higher education, which was itself a 
version	of	the	well-being	debate.	In	Washington’s	view,	the	eight	million	Negroes	were	to	
remain in the South as a full third of the southern population, and they were to focus 
much	of	their	training	and	work	in	agriculture,	mechanics,	commerce,	and	domestic	service.	
Washington	proposed	that	vocational-industrial	education	for	African	Americans	would	
ease racial tensions as they learned to eschew civil, social, and political rights in order to 
“dignify	and	glorify	common	labour,	and	put	brains	and	skill	into	the	common	occupations	
of	life.”1 Washington made stark contrasts to the liberal arts alternative by insisting, 
“there	is	as	much	dignity	in	tilling	a	field	as	in	writing	a	poem,”	and	“the	opportunity	to	
earn a dollar in a factory just now is worth infinitely more than the opportunity to spend a 
dollar	in	an	opera-house.”2

According	to	multiple	reports,	the	predominantly	white	audience	received	him	
enthusiastically then and later, and his accommodationist outlook drew written praise 
from	President	Grover	Cleveland.	But	among	those	in	the	crowd	to	hear	him	that	day	was	
a	Roger	Williams	University	professor	named	John	Hope	who,	instead	of	joining	the	
thunderous	applause,	became	what	one	biographer	described	as	“the	first	black	intellectual	
to	publicly	oppose	Washington.”3

In a series of speeches beginning in early 1896, Hope spoke forcefully about the need 
for	a	“liberal”	or	“higher”	education	for	“a	certain	percentage	of	our	people.”4 Similarly, 
one	of	Hope’s	white	friends	who	served	as	the	executive	secretary	of	the	American	Baptist	
Education	Society,	Henry	Lyman	Morehouse,	also	pushed	for	a	different	approach	to	
ensure	the	equality	and	well-being	of	blacks.	In	April	of	1896,	he	published	a	brief	essay	
in the periodical, The Independent,	entitled	“The	Talented	Tenth.”5	Hope	and	Morehouse	
argued that some institutions ought to specialize in developing servant leaders who 
would	be	preeminent,	world-class	thinkers	devoted	to	uplifting	the	race.
Within	two	years,	Atlanta	Baptist	College	president,	Dr.	George	Sale,	recruited	Hope	

to	serve	as	a	classics	professor	and	bookkeeper.	As	only	the	seventh	professor	and	second	
black	professor	at	that	time,	he	impressed	the	institution’s	leaders,	including	Henry	Lyman	
Morehouse,	who	was	serving	as	a	trustee.	Hope	also	became	close	friends	with	another	
impressive	professor	at	neighboring	Atlanta	University,	W.E.B.	DuBois,	who	arrived	in	
Atlanta	the	year	before.	
By	1903,	DuBois	popularized	the	Talented	Tenth	theory	originated	by	Hope	and	

Morehouse	and	expanded	on	the	idea	in	his	best-selling	work,	The Souls of Black Folk.6 
By	1906,	John	Hope	had	become	the	first	black	president	of	Atlanta	Baptist	College,	
and	he	would	serve	for	25	years;	by	1913,	Atlanta	Baptist	College	would	be	renamed	
Morehouse	College	in	honor	of	Henry	Lyman	Morehouse,	the	institution’s	biggest	
fundraiser,	defender,	and	friend.
Meanwhile,	Booker	T.	Washington’s	advocacy	of	vocational-industrial	education	captured	

the attention of the nation, secured the endorsement of southern whites, and garnered 
unprecedented	resources	from	northern	philanthropists.	As	he	pushed	for	a	narrow	function	
of	education,	best-suited,	he	thought,	for	the	entire	race,	the	leadership	at	Morehouse	College	
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simultaneously assumed a different institutional posture and laid the foundation for a 
broader	and	deeper	manifestation	and	measure	of	well-being.	John	Hope	and	Henry	
Lyman	Morehouse	courageously	set	the	stage	to	establish	student	well-being	as	more	
about	making	a	life	than	a	living	and	as	more	relational	than	personal.	At	Morehouse,	making	
a whole, new person was pointless if that person was not also equipped and motivated to 
make	a	whole,	new	world.	This	foundational	perspective	engendered	a	unique	approach	to	
well-being	around	which	subsequent	Morehouse	leaders	would	shape	a	powerful	campus	
culture.	One	particular	leader	was	chief	amplifier	and	architect	of	that	distinctive	and	
fruitful	culture.	

the CAMPus Culture

When	Benjamin	Elijah	Mays	began	his	27-year	presidency	of	Morehouse	College	in	
1940,	he	was	already	aware	of	the	manner	in	which	John	Hope	had	established	a	unique	
institutional	identity	and	posture	toward	well-being.	Mays	shared	Hope’s	values	and	
ambitions	for	the	institution.	Therefore,	he	resolved	to	build	upon	the	foundation	set	by	
Hope	by	developing	a	campus	culture	reflective	of	the	College’s	assumed	position	as	shaper	
of	an	African	American	intellectual	vanguard.

At	a	time	when	many	college	presidents	had	been	trained	
as	ministers,	Mays	brought	more	than	the	conventional	
Christian	outlook	to	his	role.	Mays’s	global	view	and	
holistic approach to student development took into account 
stubbornly held social attitudes and beliefs about the 
presumed	limitations	of	African	American	students,	
especially	black	males.	Moreover,	he	sought	to	shatter	
such presuppositions with a strident confidence that 
Morehouse	students	could	succeed	in	every	field	of	human	
endeavor.	Through	his	educational	philosophy	and	
approach	to	well-being,	Mays	took	aim	at	longstanding	
social	barriers	to	African	American	achievement	and	
simultaneously prodded students to eschew and unlearn 
habits of thought and behavior that had for years inhibited 
such	achievement.

Accordingly,	he	saw	an	important	need	for	Morehouse	to	deliberately,	consistently,	
and	positively	reshape	the	self-perception	of	its	students.	Concerned	with	personality	
development, he recognized that once students were freed from perceived, race-based 
constraints, they would be more motivated to aspire and strive for academic and profes-
sional	excellence.	Two	years	into	his	presidency,	Mays	proposed	a	blueprint	for	a	dynamic	
campus culture and community that featured four important institutional inputs and a 
new	set	of	character	traits	to	be	exhibited	by	the	best	of	its	students	and	graduates.
First,	the	campus	was	to	be	a	model	for	democratic	practices.	Instead	of	centralizing	

all	of	the	power	on	campus	in	the	office	of	the	president,	Mays	favored	new	levels	of	
empowerment	for	students	and	faculty.	The	purpose	of	this	empowerment	was	to	develop	
more	responsible	citizens	and	progressive	leaders.	In	this	way,	Morehouse	was	to	operate	
as	a	microcosm	of	the	type	of	society	that	he	envisioned.	Succinctly	put,	a	taste	of	on-campus	
democracy	would	sharpen	students’	taste	for	off-campus	democracy.

John Hope and Henry Lyman 
Morehouse courageously 
set the stage to establish student 
well-being as more about 
making a life than a living and 
as more relational than personal.
At Morehouse, making a 
whole, new person was pointless  
if that person was not also 
equipped and motivated to  
make a whole, new world
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Second, the campus was to be community-minded in the sense that it would resist 
becoming the kind of highbrow institution that tended to produce graduates with what 
Mays	called	“better-than-thou”	attitudes.	Instead,	Mays	wanted	students,	faculty,	and	entire	
departments to assist surrounding communities and offer a range of services that included 
teaching in Sunday schools, providing accounting help to small businesses, and helping 
low-income	mothers	to	manage	their	money	more	effectively	through	budgeting.

Third, the campus was to promote solid citizenship, especially as measured by voter par-
ticipation.	The	goal	was	to	develop	what	Mays	called	“a	real	democracy	in	the	United	States,”	
and	this	would	be	a	foundation	upon	which	to	promote	and	advance	democracy	worldwide.
Fourth,	Mays	saw	an	enormous	opportunity	to	develop	a	new	kind	of	scholarship	

that	would	be	free	of	prejudice	and	bias.	In	his	view,	the	pressure	to	generate	scholarship	
in	accord	with	established,	prejudiced	mores	had	crippled	many	white	scholars.	This	left	
a	dire	need	for	what	Mays	called	“scholars	of	the	first	magnitude.”	Mays	believed	that	within	
a	fifty-year	period,	Morehouse	and	other	black	colleges	could	successfully	produce	some	
of	the	best	scholars	in	the	nation.
Mays	also	masterfully	used	a	messaging	strategy,	the	key	elements	of	which	were	derived	

from	the	scholarship	of	a	1923	Morehouse	graduate	and	mystic	theologian,	Howard	
Thurman.	Students	continue	to	be	encouraged	to	discover	for	themselves	what	Thurman	
called	“the	sound	of	the	genuine,”7	or	their	authentic	voices,	or	their	agency	moments.	
In	accord	with	the	common	advisory,	“the	two	most	important	days	of	your	life	are	the	
day	you	are	born	and	the	day	you	find	out	why,”	students	are	encouraged	to	have	their	
second	days	or	their	why	days	on	the	campus	of	Morehouse	College.
Similarly,	for	decades,	graduating	seniors	at	Morehouse	have	been	encouraged	to	honor	

their alma mater by living their lives according to another mandate captured best by Thurman: 
“Over	the	heads	of	her	students,	Morehouse	holds	a	crown	that	she	challenges	them	to	
grow	tall	enough	to	wear!”8

Finally,	the	collective	well-being	injunction	has	lived	at	Morehouse	ever	since	John	
Hope	and	Henry	Lyman	Morehouse	were	wise	enough	to	embed	it	in	the	Talented	Tenth	
imperative.	The	messaging	about	it	is	voluminous,	varied,	and	richly	associated	with	the	
brand	of	the	College.	

These and other organizational characteristics, goals, and strategies remain woven into 
the fabric of the structured programming of the campus, from annual student orientation 
ceremonies, to weekly assemblies and chapel experiences, to annual homecoming, anniversary, 
commencement,	and	reunion	rituals	and	traditions.	And	because	Mays	worked	hard	to	ensure	
that faculty would also embrace and promote these goals, they were carefully integrated into 
the	College’s	formal	curricular	and	extra-curricular	offerings.	More	importantly,	they	were	
the	substance	of	what	has	come	to	be	known	in	education	as	“the	hidden	curriculum.”

the hidden CurriCuluM

Mays	peerlessly	utilized	what	more	contemporary	educators	refer	to	as	the	hidden curriculum.	
As	the	term	implies,	students	are	challenged	to	read	the	less	obvious	values	and	signs	in	
the	campus	setting	as	guideposts	for	success	in	and	beyond	the	classroom.	Not	long	after	
enrolling, students detect the nonacademic rules, assumptions, and expectations that inform, 
frame,	and	add	texture	to	their	experiences.	More	than	the	formal	curriculum,	the	hidden	
curriculum	influences	the	adaptation	of	students	and	faculty	and	profoundly	affects	the	



240 Well-Being and Higher Education

overall	process	of	teaching	and	learning.	And	when	effectively	infused	into	the	culture	or	
fabric	of	the	campus,	the	hidden	curriculum	can	greatly	inform	and	enrich	the	student’s	
sense	of	worth	and	self-esteem.	
In	the	Morehouse	context,	the	hidden	curriculum	was	woven	into	the	College’s	hallowed	

learning environment in order to create and maintain a culture of high expectation that was 
reinforced	and	strengthened	by	the	top-down	weight	of	institutional	and	moral	authority.	
Mays	and	his	faculty	successfully	created	a	new	culture,	community,	and	ongoing	conversations	
about	the	high	calling	of	their	students.	The	reach	and	power	of	their	work	underscores	
the	designation	of	hidden	(infused)	and	curriculum	(tutelage).	They	promoted	overarching	
and socially relevant values and expectations, and their messaging remains of unique and 
timeless	value.
Although	Mays	and	his	colleagues	never	used	the	term	hidden curriculum, they generated 

a	label	for	its	product.	Those	who	mastered	it	were	said	to	exhibit	the	Morehouse Mystique.	
Meeting	the	requirements	and	mandates	of	the	mystique—
intelligence, integrity, oratorical excellence, honesty, 
compassion,	agency,	servant-leadership—also	positions	
students	to	become	Morehouse	men.	Every	student	who	
enrolls	has	this	potential.
Morehouse	men	are	challenged	to	reflect	these	virtues,	

while feeling called to pursue greatness, to be consequential, 
and	to	make	a	meaningful	difference	in	the	world.	The	
mystique remains the basis for a distinctive institutional 
voice because it references a brand of liberal arts prepara-
tion for life and living that continues to be uniquely 

available	at	Morehouse	College.	In	this	regard,	the	mutually	reinforcing	formal	curriculum,	
informal co-curriculum, and hidden curriculum combine to synergistically produce 
something	truly	unique.	Understandably,	Mays	believed	these	three	levers	accounted	for	
the	special,	intangible	something	called	the	Morehouse	Mystique.	In	Mays’	view,	if	that	
special	something	was	ever	lost,	Morehouse	would	run	the	risk	of	becoming,	in	his	words,	
“just	another	college.”	

the CAMPus trAjeCtory

This	overview	of	the	historical	and	social	foundations	of	the	Morehouse	approach	to	
well-being—the	Morehouse	Mystique—has	broad	implications	and	contemporary	relevance	
for	higher	education	at	large.	What	Hope	and	Mays	did	for	Morehouse	was	timely	and	
timeless.	Their	values,	posture,	campus	culture,	programming,	and	messaging	persist	at	
Morehouse	to	this	day	and	are	at	the	heart	of	the	institution’s	identity	and	appeal.	Beyond	
that, their educational legacy provides us with insight into how institutions can be built 
to	last	and	ideally	positioned	to	sustainably	produce	improvers	of	the	world’s	well-being.

The 120-year-old decision to reject an unnecessarily narrow view of black education 
and instead to courageously promote the prerequisites of social justice was not without 
cost.	As	a	practical	matter,	the	noble	vision	of	Hope	and	Mays	was	not	then	or	since	
rewarded	with	the	kind	of	transformational	external	support	that	Booker	T.	Washington	
enjoyed	at	the	height	of	his	leadership	of	the	celebrated	Tuskegee	Institute.	Still	they	
held to their particular definitions of institutional and student well-being, secure in the 

The mystique remains the basis 
for a distinctive institutional 
voice because it references a 
brand of liberal arts preparation 
for life and living that continues 
to be uniquely available at 
Morehouse College
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knowledge and faith that support would eventually come from external champions of 
liberal arts education and friends of higher education in general who understood and 
appreciated	their	far-reaching	vision.	And	then	as	now,	history	has	proven	them	to	be	
right,	even	if	Morehouse	is	as	yet	unrewarded	with	the	kind	of	investment	that	yields	
financial	impregnability.
Leaders	since	Hope	and	Mays	have	understood	that	the	institution’s	distinctive	mission	

is	inextricably	tied	to	the	nation’s	interests,	including	the	realization	of	the	highest	
expression	of	a	national	identity.	From	the	start,	the	purpose	of	Morehouse	College	was	tied	
to	the	reason	to	invest	in	it	—namely	to	make	a	better	nation	and	by	extension	a	better	
world.	The	educational	experience	is	designed	to	ensure	the	well-being	of	the	individual	
student	and	to	equip	him	to	make	a	living	and	a	life.	However,	the	true	value	of	the	Morehouse	
student’s	well-being	is	not	assessed	on	campus	before	graduation;	it	is	assessed	off	campus	
when	the	graduate	takes	his	rightful	place	as	a	responsible	and	productive	citizen.	
Finally,	Hope	and	Mays	created	an	investment-worthy	platform	to	attract	a	steady	stream	

of	capable	and	committed	students,	faculty,	and	staff.	By	doing	so,	they	adeptly	positioned	
Morehouse	College	to	become	and	remain	a	first-choice	institution	for	high-minded	indi-
viduals	who	aspire	to	teach	and	learn	in	a	decidedly	mission-driven	campus	environment.	
The	Morehouse	experience,	outcomes,	and	trajectory	all	yield	many	vital,	world-changing	
lessons	for	21st	century	learning	communities	and	those	who	lead	them.
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28
Provocation

Mobilizing campus  
communities for Well-Being

Theodore E. Long

WhAt eMerson CAlled “drAWing out the soul”1 was once thought to be a core purpose 
of	a	college	education.	Indeed,	the	work	of	shaping	and	nourishing	human	beings	flourished	
in	the	early	years	of	American	higher	education,	especially	in	small,	residential,	relatively	
homogeneous	colleges.	An	echo	of	that	emphasis	is	often	found	in	the	college	mission	
statements	of	today.	However,	for	the	most	part,	as	higher	education	grew	and	prospered,	
the cultivation of student well-being was disconnected from the central activities of higher 
education in the following ways:
•	Hyper-specialization	separated	well-being	from	faculty	work;
•	Increasing	institutional	size	diminished	personal	engagement;
•	Increasing	diversity	added	complexity	to	the	meaning	and	circumstances	of	

well-being;
•	Decreasing	residency	uncoupled	students	from	a	community	context	for	development;	

and
•	Higher	education	focused	more	on	its	business	than	its	mission	and	purpose.
As	a	result,	we	have	abandoned	well-being	as	a	central	focus	and	forgotten	what	it	

means	to	educate	students	in	that	way.
If the cultivation of well-being is to become a vital element of higher education under 

these new circumstances, the intentional and systematic mobilization of entire institutions 
is	required.	We	cannot	expect	that	a	few	ad	hoc	initiatives	will	be	sufficient	to	renew	this	
core	purpose	or	to	ensure	its	ongoing	practice.	Reconnecting	well-being	to	the	heart	of	
higher education will only succeed through a focused and disciplined collective effort led 
by highly committed leaders who are able to achieve six essential conditions for sustaining 
this	important	aspect	of	learning.	Here	I	outline	these	six	conditions	as	an	agenda	for	
mobilizing	campus	communities.	They	are	not	listed	in	order	of	priority	or	temporal	
sequence,	which	will	vary	according	to	the	specific	situation	of	each	institution.	Each	is	
necessary to build a successful campus program, but none of them alone can get the job 
done;	only	the	entire	set	will	be	sufficient	to	do	so.

eduCAte the CoMMunity

We cannot assume that faculty and staff are sufficiently knowledgeable about well-being to 
develop	and	carry	out	effective	programs	to	nourish	it.	We	do	have	some	campus	specialists	
in	what	I	will	call	“well-being	remediation”—counselors,	medical	staff,	and	perhaps	some	
judicial	officers—who	help	students	regain	their	balance	in	the	face	of	personal	distress	or	
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unhealthy	behavior.	They	are	important,	but	many	people	think	of	them	just	as	part	of	
the	institutional	M.A.S.H.	unit	that	gets	students	back	into	action	with	the	least	harm	
possible.	Few	understand	the	importance	or	possibility	of	nourishing	a	more	fully-developed	
condition of well-being as a central dimension of transformational education that builds 
capacity	not	only	for	collegiate	success,	but	also	for	life	achievement	and	satisfaction.	
So our colleagues need to learn something about a) the history and significance of well-being 
in higher education, b) the major definitions and dimensions of well-being in the literature, 
c) the different arenas of well-being and how they function in relation to one another, 
and	d)	methodologies	for	nourishing	well-being.	Such	an	education	will	help	everyone	
in	the	community	understand	how	rich	and	comprehensive	the	idea	well-being	is—far	
more than the health and wellness programs that we frequently think are sufficient for 
such	learning.

MAke Well-being Mission-CentrAl

Most	exhortations	about	starting	something	new	in	colleges	and	universities	rightly	
emphasize	the	importance	of	the	support	of	institutional	leaders.	What	is	even	more	critical	
for well-being, however, is that it be recognized as a core aspect of the institutional mission, 
an	essential	ingredient	of	the	educational	purpose	of	each	college	and	university.	Leaders	
come and go, and the focus on well-being cannot depend on the changing agendas of 
individual	leaders.	Rather,	it	must	be	clearly	embedded	in	institutional	mission	statements	
that	are	more	lasting	than	individual	leaders.	Further,	the	mission	must	be	woven	into	
the daily life of the institution through educational goals and objectives, collaboration of 
curriculum	and	co-curriculum,	and	integration	of	theory	and	practice.	The	achievement	
of mission centrality requires not only the affirmation of faculty and administration, 
but also the affirmation of institution trustees, who also must be educated to understand 
the	importance	of	this	aspect	of	education.	

AnChor Well-being in the ACAdeMiC ProgrAM

Academic	learning	is	at	the	heart	of	our	educational	enterprise,	and	it	engages	many	critical	
dimensions	of	whole-person	education.	Because	it	is	the	one	common	feature	of	institu-
tions of higher education, the academic curriculum must contribute in some significant 
way to well-being in order to ensure that all students, residential and non-residential, 
can	benefit	from	it.	This	may	be	the	most	difficult	challenge	of	all,	for	the	evolution	of	
higher education has led us to sequester the non-intellectual aspects of education out-
side	the	academic	program	in	the	co-curriculum.	As	faculties	have	become	ever	more	
expert in their intellectual disciplines, they have developed what Thorsten Veblen called 
a	“trained	incapacity”2	to	address	matters	of	student	well-being.	When	we	look	closely,	
however, we will see that many aspects of well-being are directly supported by our aca-
demic	knowledge,	norms,	and	pedagogies.	For	example,	in	addition	to	their	intellectual	
and civic dimensions, our curricula contribute to developing life meaning and pur-
pose, the capacity for self-guidance, and personal integrity, all important dimensions 
of	personal	wholeness	that	supports	well-being.3 While nourishing well-being in the 
academic program may require some new pedagogies, such education will make clear 
that well-being is not just about feeling good but instead involves systematic learning 
and	cumulative	development.
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build A CurriCuluM And PedAgogy of Well-being

Too often we think of personal well-being as a happy by-product of the learning experience, 
especially	in	residential	colleges.	We	have	not	been	as	intentional	or	systematic	as	we	might	
be	in	designing	learning	processes	that	are	the	most	productive	in	fostering	well-being.4 
Unlike	most	academic	learning	outcomes,	well-being	is	funda-
mentally developmental, an ongoing and emergent process of 
becoming.	It	is	also	wholistic,	engages	multiple	dimensions	of	
the	person,	and	draws	together	experience,	reflection,	and	action.	
And	the	social	context	within	which	well-being	is	nurtured	is	
pivotal	to	its	development.	More	like	a	process	of	socialization	
than a didactic learning program, well-being education requires 
its	own	curriculum	and	pedagogy	to	be	effective.	On	the	aca-
demic side, what is required is the integration of well-being into 
an overall curriculum and the identification of points at which 
well-being	can	be	nurtured	and	drawn	out	in	the	process	of	formal	learning.	In	the
co-curriculum, however, the challenge is to create more formal curricula rather than to 
rely	on	ad	hoc	and	uncertain	processes.	In	both	areas,	it	will	be	important	to	develop	
affirmative, experiential pedagogies as case studies that provide real-life examples, personal 
coaching about challenging life situations, and engagement with multiple role models 
that	demonstrate	what	well-being	can	mean	in	daily	life.

exPloit Advising As A key Point of leverAge

Student advising is a pivotal point at which to mentor students for well-being, but rarely 
are	its	possibilities	realized.	Too	often,	advising	has	become	merely	a	bureaucratic	process	
of	processing	students	through	a	system	of	requirements.	To	foster	well-being	in	advising,	
we must reframe advising as a personalized, educational relationship devoted to student 
learning	and	provide	the	organizational	support	to	make	that	possible.	Colleges	can	do	
so	in	several	ways.	First,	we	can	develop	advising	protocols	that	define	how	advising	can	
be	utilized	for	productive	well-being	development.	Second,	we	can	require	students	to	
produce	assessable	learning	products	on	well-being	as	part	of	the	advising	process.	Third,	
we can deploy all faculty and professional staff for advising as part of their workloads with 
sufficient	time	allocated	to	foster	genuine	education.	Finally,	we	can	create	advising/
mentoring partnerships among advisors with different types of experience and expertise to 
ensure	multidimensional	mentoring.

Assess leArning outCoMes relAted to Well-being

Many	people	believe	that	well-being	is	not	readily	assessable	because	it	is	a	qualitative,	
developmental	process	that	is	rarely	complete	and	not	easily	measured.	But	social	scientists	
have	developed	the	tools	to	measure	such	qualities	and	to	capture	their	temporal	development.	
If we are serious about this work, we must utilize those methods to assess well-being just 
as	rigorously	and	sensitively	as	we	do	other	learning	objectives.	In	doing	so,	it	will	be	
important to ensure that we focus on the person whose well-being is being developed, 
not	the	programs	that	we	create.	Because	well-being	is	developmental,	its	assessment	
should not be a one-time event; it should be periodic, ongoing, and cumulative over 
time.	Qualitative	indicators	will	naturally	take	center	stage	in	our	assessments,	but	we	
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should	not	be	timid	about	employing	quantitative	measures	where	appropriate.	Perhaps	
most	importantly,	we	should	always	utilize	such	assessment	for	learning—for	the	students	
and	for	the	institution—and	not	merely	to	confirm	or	disconfirm	developmental	progress.	
As	we	do	so,	we	can	then	also	improve	our	practice	and	student	outcomes.

I am frequently challenged to explain how these concepts are possible at very large 
institutions, not just at small colleges, how they can be realized in on-line as opposed to 
face to face learning environments, and how they apply to adult learners who are already 
well-formed	versus	traditional	college-aged	students	(18–22	year	olds).	

The first two challenges betray the misunderstanding that developmental well-being 
was simply a happy coincidence of small, intimate communities, not a core purpose of 
higher	education	in	all	its	manifestations.	On	the	contrary,	neither	large	size	nor	learning	at	a	
distance is in principle an impediment to learning for well-being, particularly because 
well-being	can	and	should	be	grounded	in	the	academic	curriculum.	To	be	sure,	those	situations	
will require some different approaches to ensure that well-being can be effectively integrated 
into the educational program, but we are seeing that institutions who are purposeful about 
well-being	can	build	successful	programs	of	substance	by	following	the	steps	above.	

The third challenge betrays the frequent misunderstanding of education for well-being 
as a simple process of maturation into adulthood, when it is in fact an ongoing part of life at 
every	age.	There	may	be	different	specific	foci	of	well-being	for	adult	students	and	rising	
adults, but the fundamental issues remain the same: everyone is part of an ongoing develop-
mental	process,	and	higher	learning	can	always	contribute	positively	to	that	development.	
Indeed, we should count the rich expression of well-being as one of those things that makes 
what	we	do	count	as	higher	education	that	takes	us	above	and	beyond	mere	maturation.

We have diminished our educational birthright by abandoning the effort to educate 
the	whole	person,	not	just	the	mind.	While	we	understand	the	forces	that	led	to	that	
result, they did not prevent us from nurturing well-being; they just made it easier to 
neglect	it.	In	effect,	we	lost	our	will	to	champion	and	sustain	this	critical	aspect	of	higher	
education.	We	now	understand	what	it	takes	to	renew	this	protean	element	of	our	vocation.	
Not	to	do	so	would	be	to	deny	an	essential	part	of	our	reason	for	being.
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the need for And the benefits of CollAborAtion between academic and student 
affairs	have	been	debated	and	discussed	among	those	in	higher	education	for	decades.	
In 1998, Powerful Partnerships: A Shared Responsibility for Learning called for a new 
collective	vision	in	the	academy,	one	that	“require[d]	a	commitment	to	and	support	for	
action	that	goes	beyond	the	individual	faculty	or	staff	member.	It	is	only	by	acting	in	the	
context of common goals that our accumulated understanding about learning is put to 
best	use.”1	One	year	later,	Robert	Hersh	echoed	this	sentiment	by	stating	that	a	truly	rich	
college	experience	“takes	place	at	the	nexus	of	profound	intellectual	and	social/emotional	
development.	Most	institutions	dichotomize	the	various	facets	of	learning	as	if	our	intellectual,	
emotional	and	ethical	lives	were	compartmentalized.”2 These themes of dichotomization 
and	compartmentalization	are	common	in	critiques	of	faculty	and	student	affairs.	
More	recently,	Keeling	argued	for	learning	that	was	comprehensive,	holistic,	and	

transformative—learning	that	integrated	classroom	knowledge	with	the	equally	valuable	
learning	experiences	that	take	place	beyond	the	classroom.3 Learning Reconsidered built 
the	case	that	institutions	should	be	accountable	for	providing	“resources	that	will	enable	
all educators to meet new expectations about student learning and to contribute effectively 
and	purposefully	to	achieving	students’	holistic	learning	outcomes.	Both	members	of	the	
academic faculty and student affairs educators must be prepared to assess and change their 
work.”4 Yet despite these consistent calls for greater cooperation, implementation of collab-
orative partnerships on an institutional level between academic faculty and student affairs 
educators	has	been	varied.	

The need for faculty and student affairs staff to assess and change their work to find new 
collective	learning	opportunities	for	students	is	the	central	premise	of	this	essay.	Why	are	
there so few excellent examples of this kind of transformative learning? Why do the silos 
between faculty and student affairs persist when all evidence suggests that a more holistic view 
of	learning	is	so	desperately	needed?	For	more	than	15	years,	learning	and	discovery	along	
with preparation for future careers and a meaningful life have been fundamental aspects of 
the core mission of postsecondary education—these common and basic goals should provide 
a	visible	foundation	for	collaborations	between	faculty	and	student	affairs.
Considering	that	one’s	life	is	linked	together	through	background,	family	connections,	work,	

and education and is the result of a culmination of many experiences, the postsecondary 
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environment is just one part of the many pieces that develop individuals into active and 
engaged	citizens	in	the	community.	The	lives	of	students,	no	matter	their	circumstances,	
are	rich	and	complex.	Given	this	reality,	academic	and	student	affairs	educators	must	
recognize that students do not experience college in precisely defined segments with orga-
nizational	charts;	rather,	there	are	many	contributing	factors	to	learning	on	a	college	campus.	
The outdated notion that academic affairs and faculty are responsible for classroom 

learning alone, and student affairs educators are regulated 
to co-curricular activities can no longer be the justifica-
tion for a lack of coordination to meet the responsibility 
of	fostering	students’	well-being.	

There are several campus structures, formal and informal, 
through which faculty, academic affairs administrators, 
and student affairs educators can contribute to enabling 
student	well-being.	One	important	structure	is	that	of	
explicit and transparent institutional commitment—a sphere 
in which there are at least three major ways that successful 
collaboration	can	affect	student	success	and	well-being.	
As	one	example,	we	share	the	methodology	of	behavioral	
intervention teams that focuses on an individual student 
who	may	be	struggling	to	succeed.	A	second	focus	per-
tains to the roles that family, faculty, and student affairs 

professionals play in addressing mental health and well-being as they relate to student 
well-being,	success,	and	completion.	Finally,	we	discuss	the	importance	of	advising	and	
academic	coaching	that	we	consider	the	responsibility	of	the	entire	academic	enterprise.	

CoMMunity ACtion resPonse for eMergenCy (CAre) teAMs or 
behAviorAl intervention teAMs

Well-being and increased rates of college success and completion will not occur with a 
singular	focus	on	the	curriculum.	A	coordinated	effort	must	be	developed,	managed,	
and	executed	by	all	members	of	the	higher	education	community.	Many	campuses	
accomplish this effort through coordinated community action response for emergency 
(CARE)	teams.	Institutions	have	several	names	for	these	teams,	but	the	most	common	is	
a	behavior	intervention	team	(BIT).	These	teams	are	unique	to	each	campus,	and	the	
development	and	emphasis	may	be	different	depending	on	the	institutional	type.	A	CARE	
team has two primary objectives: to prevent the oversight of instances of disturbed or 
disturbing behavior and to connect disparate pieces of information that may indicate a 
more	acute	problem.5

Taking a broad approach to a community response group allows academic and student 
affairs administrators to work in partnership to provide an inclusive approach to student 
support	and	learning.	An	important	aspect	of	this	kind	of	team	methodology	is	that	it	
allows the campus to respond to behavioral issues and to issues of engagement and 
patterns	of	belonging	and	self-identity	within	the	community.	It	is	these	connections	to	
well-being	that	are	necessary	to	highlight	within	a	CARE	or	BIT	team.	Many	times,	a	
CARE	or	BIT	team	is	solely	focused	on	threat	assessment.	We	advocate	for	teams	that	
provide relationship building functions across campus that allow for recognition of acute 
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issues within an institution and for a parallel connection to the overall social, economic, 
and	civic	purpose	of	the	institution.

MentAl heAlth: Preventing stigMA As An  
institutionAl CoMMitMent to Well-being

It has been well documented that during the last decade, college counseling centers have 
seen	a	significant	rise	in	the	number	of	students	who	have	serious	psychological	issues.6 
Two-thirds of counseling center directors reported an increase in the numbers of students 
with	severe	psychological	problems	who	seek	treatment	in	the	counseling	center.7 What 
is more challenging is that most of the students who experience mental health issues never 
seek	treatment	from	the	counseling	center.	In	fact,	only	20%	of	students	who	committed	
suicide	in	college	sought	help	from	the	counseling	center.8 The problem is two-fold: 
there will never be enough counselors to meet the rising mental health needs of college 
students, and not enough students seek help when they struggle with mental health 
issues.	This	is	one	clear	area	where	faculty	and	student	affairs	professionals	must	find	
common ground because although it may seem that mental health issues are only managed 
through	therapeutic	counseling,	the	entire	institution	“has	a	role	in	prevention,	providing	
support, and in offering a range of opportunities to enable students to participate in 
higher	education.”9

This may seem daunting to faculty and staff given the complex nature of the issues on 
campus	today.	As	of	a	study	published	in	2014,	members	of	the	most	recent	entering	
freshmen	class	had	the	lowest,	self-rated,	emotional	health	in	the	last	20	years.10 The 
findings	from	the	most	recent	American	College	Health	Association	(ACHA)	National 
College Health Assessment underscore the emerging mental health crisis among college 
students.	In	2015,	the	vast	majority	(85%)	of	students	reported	that	they	“felt	overwhelmed	
by	all	they	had	to	do,”	two-thirds	felt	sad	or	lonely,	and	almost	half	(48%)	reported	“feeling	
things	were	hopeless.”11	Of	even	greater	concern	is	that	more	than	one-third	of	students	
(34%)	“felt	so	depressed	it	was	difficult	to	function,”	and	more	than	half	(54%)	felt	
“overwhelming	anxiety.”12

It is critical that institutions engage faculty as partners in 
supporting	the	mental	health	and	wellness	of	their	students.	
Faculty	members	are	in	unique	positions	to	identify	symptoms	
of mental health distress well before the problems become 
severe.	In	particular,	faculty	may	be	trained	to	observe	and	note	
a sudden decline in academic performance; a pattern of dropping 
classes; consistently missed deadlines; excessive, unexplained 
absences; severe reactions to a poor grade on a test or paper; or 
any	other	out-of-character	behavior	in	the	classroom.13

The integration of faculty into the holistic life of the student 
is	essential	to	an	institutional	commitment	to	well-being.	However,	all	faculty	will	not	
greet	bridging	the	gap	between	the	academic	and	student	affairs	enthusiastically:	“Insti-
tutional leaders, frontline advisers and faculty members have been led to believe that if 
college students do well academically—and take advantage of internships and student 
activities or develop a scholarly relationship with a close faculty mentor—then they will 
also	be	happy,	healthy	and	flourishing	in	higher	education	and	life.	That	is	a	false	belief	
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that	we	should	not	perpetuate.”14 In fact, what may be necessary is a deliberate process 
to create programs that allow faculty to engage with students around their educational, 
career, and personal goals and through the development of life-management skills that 
can	increase	their	capacity	to	deal	with	the	normal	stress	and	anxiety	of	college	life.	

CoAChing And intrusive Advising 
While mental and behavioral health services are a critical component of the institution, 
the best way for academic and student affairs educators to collaborate is to develop a 
community that ensures a campus culture and commitment to a learning environment 
that	supports	healthy	minds	and	develops	resilience	in	students.	The	Gallup-Purdue	Index	
Report, Great Jobs Great Lives, indicates that students who felt connected to a faculty member 
or an advisor typically also felt supported by their colleges or universities—a factor that 
appears	to	be	key	to	their	overall	sense	of	well-being	in	the	future.15 This report provides 
evidence that these advising processes are important to building an institutional climate 
that	can	increase	the	overall	sense	of	well-being	and	ultimate	success	following	graduation.

Through systematized coaching and advising processes, students could take advantage 
of	wrap-around	services	that	will	ensure	success.	What	we	do	know	is	that	coaching,	
intrusive advising, and one-on-one mentoring significantly increase the likelihood of college 
completion.	For-profit	companies,	such	as	InsideTrack,	match	students	to	coaches,	and	
through a combination of mixed media technologies and curricula, students receive per-
sonalized	support	to	assist	them	through	their	first	year	of	college.16 This customized 
support is particularly important for low-income, first-generation students since they 
may not have mentors in their lives who can help them navigate the complexities of the 
college	environment.	Additionally,	programs	such	as	the	City	College	of	New	York’s	
Accelerated	Study	in	Associate	Programs	for	low-income	students	have	been	shown	to	

double the graduation rates through a multipronged 
approach of financial support, cohort curriculums, and a 
comprehensive	advisement	system.17 

In addition to coaching, more engaged academic 
advising may also provide important ways for faculty, aca-
demic advisors, and student success staff to collaborate in 
advising efforts that increase degree progress for students 
at	risk	of	dropping	out.	We	currently	have	a	national	crisis	
regarding	the	achievement	gap	for	Black,	Hispanic,	and	

low-income	students.	While	many	of	these	students	leave	school	for	financial	reasons,	
many also struggle academically without the social capital necessary to find resources 
and	seek	help.	This	is	clearly	an	area	in	which	faculty	partnerships	can	yield	significant	
results.	Much	of	this	approach	falls	into	what	was	originally	called	intrusive advising, a 
term	first	used	by	Robert	Glennen	in	the	mid-1970s.	Intrusive	advising	was	created	
because it was documented that students who were struggling academically failed to seek 
help	voluntarily.	“The	Intrusive	Advisement	program	was	based	on	the	philosophy	that	
the university should call students in for advising numerous times during the year instead 
of the normal once-a-semester meeting between a student and his or her advisor and 
instead	of	waiting	until	the	student’s	academic	career	is	in	serious	trouble.”18	More	recently,	
the term proactive advising has been used to describe the process by which advisors create 
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deliberate interventions to enhance student motivation, facilitate greater involvement and 
interaction with students, and provide more intensive advising and outreach to students 
before	academic	challenges	develop.19

The challenge then is to identify training and provide opportunities for faculty to utilize 
proactive	advising	strategies.	Often	these	strategies	will	intersect	with	students’	desires	to	
discuss career planning, life purpose, values, and strengths—all potential facets of their 
senses	of	well-being.	

An institutionAl CoMMitMent to CollAborAtion for Well-being

Among	the	significant	conversations	and	provocative	offerings	in	this	volume	of	how	we,	
as educators, contribute to the well-being of students, our essay provides one perspective 
on how the institutional commitment to well-being can be achieved through partnership 
and	focus.	The	unique	nature	of	higher	education	environments,	combined	with	the	
complexity	of	students’	backgrounds,	provide	a	challenging	situation	for	faculty	and	student	
affairs	professionals.	There	is	not	a	universal	collaborative	model.	Students	come	to	our	
campuses with varied skill sets with which to understand and manage the pressure of the 
college	environment.	“Given	what	it	takes	to	be	successful	in	higher	education—and later, 
in life and work—students have to be ready to learn—in a state of physical, psychological, 
emotional,	intellectual,	social,	and	spiritual	well-being.”20 
As	Baxter	Magolda	indicates,	individual	students	make	meaning	from	personal	experiences,	

reasoning	patterns,	and	a	worldview	that	helps	to	influence	their	cognitive	development.21 
It is the responsibility of every higher education educator, no matter his or her status or 
role	on	campus,	to	assist	in	developing	and	executing	a	holistic	college	student	experience.	
The only way we are going to be successful in postsecondary education is if faculty, academic 
affairs professionals, and student affairs educators work together to create opportunities for 
students to engage in the learning process; develop overarching senses of well-being; and 
become	active,	productive	members	of	the	world	following	graduation.	It	is	essential,	now	
more than ever, that faculty and student affairs professionals put the evidence we have 
known	for	decades	into	practice.
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Provocation

Distilling career advice  
from the Happiness Literature

Robert H. Frank

for the PAst severAl deCAdes, social scientists have been examining statistical measures 
of human well-being in an attempt to identify the conditions that promote satisfying 
lives.	As	a	long-time	spectator	of	the	happiness	literature	and	an	occasional	contributor	
to	it,	my	aim	in	this	essay	will	be	to	summarize	how	what	we’ve	learned	might	help	people	
better	plan	their	lives	and	careers.	When	I	use	“you”	in	what	follows,	I’ll	be	addressing	a	
young	person	who’s	currently	trying	to	decide	what	to	do	in	life.
In	plotting	your	career,	one	of	the	first	questions	you’ll	confront	is,	“How	much	money	

will	I	need	to	be	happy?”	Existing	studies	don’t	serve	up	as	clear	an	answer	as	you	might	
hope, but there are nonetheless useful insights to be gleaned from a careful reading of 
those	studies.	
One	pattern	observed	early	on	was	that	average	income	levels	in	a	country	tend	to	rise	

much	more	rapidly	over	time	than	the	corresponding	levels	of	average	happiness.	Many	
interpreted	that	finding	to	mean	that	having	extra	income	didn’t	make	people	appreciably	
happier.	But	that	interpretation	was	quickly	challenged	by	the	economist	Richard	Easterlin,	
who noted that if we examine the income-happiness relationship in a second way, income 
seems	much	more	important.1 Easterlin noted that in studies comparing groups of people 
at different points along the income scale, average happiness levels increased sharply as 
income	increased.	But	the	individual	data	points	were	very	noisy,	meaning	that	studies	of	
individual	happiness	and	income	data	didn’t	show	nearly	as	clear	a	link	between	the	two.	
There were plenty of poor people describing themselves as extremely happy, for example, 
and	likewise	many	rich	people	describing	their	lives	as	miserable.	But	once	income	and	
happiness values were averaged for large groups of people, it became clear that the wealthier 
groups	were	much	happier,	on	balance,	than	those	with	lower	incomes.	
Easterlin’s	explanation	was	simple	and	intuitively	appealing.	He	said	that	the	discrepancy	

between the two ways of looking at the income-happiness relationship stemmed from 
the fact that relative income differences account for more of the observed variance in 
happiness	than	absolute	income	differences.	What	matters	most,	he	argued,	is	a	person’s	
percentile	position	in	the	income	distribution	at	any	moment	in	time.	When	average	
income	in	a	country	grows	over	time,	people’s	respective	positions	in	the	income	distri-
bution	tend	to	remain	stable,	which	means	we	shouldn’t	expect	average	happiness	levels	
to	change	much	with	income	growth.	But	when	we	look	at	people	at	different	points	
along	the	income	scale	at	a	single	moment	in	time,	we’re	by	definition	comparing	the	
happiness	levels	of	people	with	different	rankings	in	the	income	distribution.	And	when	
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we look at the data that way, people with higher incomes are clearly happier on average 
than	their	counterparts	with	lower	incomes.
These	findings	have	become	a	little	less	clear	in	the	light	of	more	recent	work.	The	

economists	Betsey	Stevenson	and	Justin	Wolfers,	for	example,	suggest	that	average	happiness	
levels	in	a	country	do	tend	to	rise	significantly	over	time	as	average	income	grows.2 
They argue that in earlier studies, authors failed to detect this tendency because there 
weren’t	enough	data	to	facilitate	accurate	comparisons.	Scholars	continue	to	debate	the	
validity	of	these	more	recent	findings.3

But	even	if	measured	happiness	levels	did	not	increase	with	income	growth	over	time,	it	
would	be	a	mistake	to	conclude	that	income	growth	isn’t	beneficial.	After	all,	societies	with	
higher incomes tend also to enjoy cleaner air and water, better schools, less noisy environments, 
safer	working	conditions,	longer	life	expectancy,	and	many	other	obvious	benefits.	
One	way	to	summarize	what	we’ve	learned	about	the	income-happiness	relationship	

is to ask how it might inform your choice between two parallel worlds that were alike in 
all	respects	except	for	any	differences	associated	with	their	different	income	levels.	A	clear	
implication	of	existing	studies	is	that	if	you’d	occupy	the	same	position	in	the	income	
distribution	in	both	worlds	(say,	the	50th	percentile),	you’d	have	compelling	reasons	for	
choosing	the	richer	world.	You’d	probably	feel	at	least	a	little	happier	in	that	world,	but	
even	if	not,	you’d	be	likely	to	live	significantly	longer.

What if you faced with a choice between being in the 25th percentile in a high-income 
society or being in the 75th percentile in a society in which your income would be lower 
in	absolute	terms?	Here,	the	answer	is	less	clear.	If	the	income	difference	were	very	small,	
the	75th	percentile	position	would	probably	be	more	satisfying.	But	for	sufficiently	large	
income	differences,	that	conclusion	could	easily	flip.
The	choice	just	described	closely	resembles	the	actual	choices	you’ll	confront	when	you	

face	several	competing	job	offers.	Figure	1	depicts	three	hypothetical	offers,	one	from	a	firm	
with	highly	talented	workers	(Firm	1),	
another from a firm with workers of 
intermediate	talent	levels	(Firm	2),	and	a	
third from a firm whose workers have 
relatively	low	talent	levels	(Firm	3).	The	
dark lines in the diagram show the pay 
schedules for the three firms, which tell 
us how much workers with differing pro-
ductivity	levels	will	be	paid.	Like	the	
schedules we observe in practice, they are 
upward-sloping, meaning that the more 
productive a worker is, the more he or 
she	gets	paid.	But	note	that	in	each	case,	
pay rises less than dollar-for-dollar with 
increases	in	productivity.	This	too	is	a	
feature almost universally observed in 
actual	pay	schedules.	
In	this	example,	I’ve	assumed	that	

your productivity is $180/hr, meaning 

Figure 1. 

The Tradeoff BeTWeen local rank 
and Pay.

Salary ($/hour)

220

180

140

180
Productivity ($/hour)

C

B

A

Firm 1

Firm 2

45°

Firm 3



Distilling	Career	Advice	from	the	Happiness	Literature	 255

that if you worked for free, any firm that hired you would enjoy $180/hr in additional 
net	revenue.	If	you	chose	to	work	in	Firm	1,	you’d	occupy	the	job	labeled	C,	making	you	
the	least	productive	worker	in	that	firm.	In	that	job,	your	pay	would	be	$220/hr.	If	you	
instead	chose	to	work	in	Firm	2,	you’d	occupy	the	position	labeled	B,	placing	you	in	the	
middle	of	that	firm’s	productivity	distribution,	where	your	pay	would	be	$180/hr.	Finally,	
you	could	choose	to	work	in	Firm	3,	where	you’d	occupy	the	job	labeled	A,	be	paid	
$140/hr,	and	be	the	most	productive	worker	in	your	firm.
Which	job	should	you	choose?	If	all	you	care	about	is	money,	the	job	at	C	in	Firm	1	

would	clearly	be	your	best	option.	But	in	choosing	that	job,	you’d	also	be	the	least	pro-
ductive worker in the firm, and if that prospect would make you sufficiently uncomfortable, 
you	might	want	to	consider	one	of	the	other	options.	By	choosing	job	B	in	Firm	2,	for	
example,	you’d	sacrifice	$40/hr	in	pay	but	would	move	up	to	the	middle	of	the	co-worker	
productivity	distribution.	Or	for	an	additional	$40/hr	sacrifice	in	pay,	you	could	choose	
Job	A	in	Firm	3	and	be	the	most	productive	worker	in	that	firm.	In	short,	you	face	a	
difficult tradeoff between two things you value: your hourly pay, on 
the	one	hand,	and	your	rank	among	your	co-workers	on	the	other.

The upshot is that your best choice among these three options 
depends	on	how	strongly	you	feel	about	these	two	job	dimensions.	
If	you	don’t	care	much	about	your	local	rank	among	your	co-
workers,	job	C	is	probably	your	best	option,	since	the	extra	pay	
would be enough to compensate for whatever negative feelings 
you	might	have	about	being	the	least	productive	worker.	But	if	
you’re	highly	sensitive	about	interpersonal	comparisons,	the	other	
extreme	option	might	be	best.	In	that	case,	the	satisfaction	you’d	derive	from	being	the	
most	talented	worker	in	Firm	3	might	be	more	than	enough	to	compensate	for	any	mis-
givings	you	might	have	about	your	lower	rate	of	pay.	If	you	fall	between	these	extremes,	
perhaps	job	B	at	Firm	2	would	be	your	best	bet.
My	point	in	presenting	this	example	is	not	to	identify	one	of	the	options	as	being	

better than the others, but rather to emphasize that your choice among jobs merits careful 
consideration of the many important ways that jobs differ along dimensions other than 
pay.	The	economist’s	theory	of	compensating	wage	differentials	holds	that	the	more	
pleasant a job is generally regarded to be, the less employers will have to offer in order to 
fill	it.4	(Or	equivalently,	the	more	unpleasant	the	job	is,	the	more	they’ll	have	to	offer.)	
The specific non-salary dimension highlighted in that example was your local rank 
among	your	co-workers.	On	the	plausible	assumption	that	most	workers	like	high	rank	
better than low rank, an employer that offers you the option of high rank can get by 
with	paying	you	less.5	Analogous	compensating	wage	differentials	have	been	documented	
for autonomy, opportunities for learning, workplace safety, and a host of other desirable 
job	characteristics.
One	of	the	most	important	sources	of	compensating	wage	differentials	involves	how	

workers	feel	about	their	employer’s	mission.	Consider	this	thought	experiment:	You	have	
two	job	offers,	one	to	work	for	the	American	Cancer	Society	writing	advertising	copy	for	
a campaign to discourage teenagers from smoking, the other for a tobacco company 
writing	ad	copy	for	a	campaign	to	encourage	teen	smoking.	If	both	positions	paid	the	
same and offered otherwise identical working conditions, which would you choose? 

One of the most important 
sources of compensating 
wage differentials involves 
how workers feel about 
their employer’s mission
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Long	ago,	when	I	posed	this	question	to	a	group	of	Cornell	University	seniors	about	to	
enter	the	job	market,	almost	90	percent	said	they’d	pick	the	American	Cancer	Society	
position.	And	when	I	asked	them	to	report	how	much	more	the	tobacco	company	would	
have	to	pay	before	they’d	change	their	minds,	they	demanded	a	salary	premium	of	more	
than	80	percent	on	average.6 
These	magnitudes	shouldn’t	surprise	you.	If	you’re	like	most	people,	when	you	leave	

work	in	the	evening,	you’d	feel	better	if	your	day’s	efforts	had	made	the	world	better	in	some	
way	or	at	least	hadn’t	made	it	worse.	As	it	turns	out,	compensating	wage	differentials	for	
morally	satisfying	jobs	are	among	the	largest	of	any	we	observe	in	practice.	
Many	job	seekers	mistakenly	focus	primarily	on	the	salaries	of	competing	offers.	

That’s	a	natural	error,	since	salary	is	not	only	an	important	feature	of	any	job,	it’s	also	by	
far	the	easiest	one	to	observe	and	compare	among	jobs.	But	a	central	lesson	of	the	happiness	
literature is that money explains only a small proportion of the observed individual dif-
ferences	in	happiness	levels.	Your	efforts	to	focus	on	the	numerous	other	job	characteristics	

that	people	find	important	will	yield	big	dividends.	If	an	
employer is offering what seems like an unexpectedly high 
salary for someone with your experience and skills, con-
sider the possibility that that she or he may want you to do 
things	that	most	people	would	find	noxious.	In	short,	
when shopping for the right job, be sure to pay careful 
attention	not	just	to	the	salary	you’re	offered,	but	also	to	
the	long	list	of	other	working	conditions	you	care	about.
In	the	same	vein,	I’ll	note	that	Business Week, The U.S. 

News & World Report, and other college ratings services 
might better serve their readers if they too paid closer attention to job characteristics 
other	than	salaries.	One	component	of	the	ranking	formulas	employed	by	those	services	
is average graduate starting salaries, which gives schools an incentive to encourage stu-
dents	to	pursue	high	salaries	to	the	exclusion	of	other	goals.	We	should	instead	be	trying	
to	encourage	students	to	focus	on	a	much	broader	suite	of	relevant	job	characteristics.
Findings	from	the	happiness	literature	can	also	be	combined	with	observations	about	

recent labor market trends to gain insight about how better to position yourself to land a job 
you’ll	find	satisfying.	As	Charlie	Munger,	the	vice-chairman	of	Warren	Buffett’s	Berkshire	
Hathaway,	has	written,	“The	safest	way	to	try	to	get	what	you	want	is	to	try	to	deserve	what	
you	want.”7	But	what	must	you	do	to	deserve	the	job	you	want,	one	whose	combination	of	
high	salary	and	attractive	working	conditions	you’re	most	likely	to	find	personally	satisfying?	

To merit high pay, you have to be able to produce goods or services that buyers value 
highly.	That	can	happen	even	if	only	a	few	buyers	value	what	you	do,	if	those	buyers	
value	it	highly	enough.	But	you’re	more	likely	to	become	highly	valued	if	what	you	do	is	
valued	by	many	buyers.	Changes	in	technology	have	been	making	it	easier	than	ever	for	
individuals	to	serve	larger	numbers	of	buyers.	But	those	same	changes	have	also	been	
concentrating	demand	on	a	dwindling	number	of	the	best	performers	in	every	arena.8 
For	example,	the	best	federal	income	tax	accountant	in	a	city	could	once	serve	only	a	
small	number	of	that	city’s	most	important	clients,	but	the	author	of	the	best	income	tax	
software	program	can	now	serve	an	unlimited	number	of	clients	nationwide.	That’s	why	
the author of the best tax software program earns so much more than the best local 

A central lesson of the 
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accountant	used	to.	One	side	effect,	however,	has	been	to	reduce	the	demand	for	local	
accountants.	So	as	technology	has	extended	the	reach	of	the	best	performers	in	almost	
every	arena,	their	income	growth	has	far	outpaced	that	of	others.
One	implication	is	that	if	you	want	to	earn	a	lot	of	money,	your	first	priority	should	be	

to	find	something	that	you	can	develop	deep	expertise	at	doing.	In	almost	every	domain,	
people who get really good at what they do capture a much larger share of total incomes 
and	leave	correspondingly	smaller	shares	available	for	others.	Become	an	expert	at	something!
That’s	obviously	easier	said	than	done.	Those	who	have	studied	expert	performance	

estimate that it takes many thousands of hours of difficult practice to develop true expertise 
at	any	task.9	That’s	why	my	first	response	when	students	ask	me	for	advice	about	how	to	
succeed	is	to	ask	whether	there’s	any	activity	they’ve	ever	engaged	in	that	they	found	
completely	absorbing.	On	reflection,	most	answer	affirmatively.	I	then	suggest	that	they	
try to prepare themselves for a career that entails tasks as similar as possible to the activity 
they	named.	Even	if	it’s	one	that	doesn’t	normally	lead	to	high	financial	rewards,	I	tell	
them	not	to	worry.	My	point	is	that	becoming	an	expert	is	so	challenging	that	you’re	
unlikely to expend the effort necessary to do it unless the task is one that you love for its 
own	sake.	But	if	it’s	a	task	you	love,	the	process	of	becoming	an	expert	at	it	will	be	highly	
rewarding	quite	apart	from	whether	it	leads	to	high	pay.	
In	the	happiness	literature,	“flow”	has	been	identified	as	one	of	the	most	deeply	satis-

fying	human	psychological	states.10	Flow	occurs	when	you’re	immersed	in	an	activity	to	
such	an	extent	that	you	lose	track	of	the	passage	of	time	almost	completely.	If	you	can	land	
a	job	that	enables	you	to	experience	substantial	periods	of	flow,	
you’ll	be	among	the	most	fortunate	people	on	the	planet.	What’s	
more,	as	the	years	pass,	you’ll	almost	surely	develop	deep	expertise	
at	whatever	it	is	you’ve	been	doing.	
At	that	point,	you	may	find	that	your	services	have	become	

extremely valuable economically, even if not many people in any 
given	location	place	high	value	on	what	you	do.	Again,	that’s	
because technology has been steadily extending the geographic 
reach	of	those	who	are	best	at	what	they	do.	If	even	a	tiny	fraction	
of a sufficiently large set of buyers cares about your service, you 
may	be	worth	a	fortune.
There’s	of	course	no	guarantee	that	you’ll	become	best	at	what	

you	choose	to	do,	or	that	even	if	you	do	you’ll	find	practical	ways	
of	extending	your	reach	enough	to	earn	a	big	paycheck.	But	if	
you’ll	 think	 about	 your	 choices	 carefully,	 you’ll	 see	 that	 the	
downside	risk	of	my	recommended	course	of	action	is	limited.	By	choosing	to	concen-
trate	on	a	task	you	love,	you’ll	be	able	to	report	truthfully	that	you	enjoy	the	substantial	
proportion of your life that you spend at work, which is much more than billions of 
others	can	say.	And	the	happiness	literature	should	also	reassure	you	that	it’s	possible	to	
live	a	very	satisfying	life	indeed	even	if	you	don’t	earn	a	lot	of	money.
Bottom	line:	One	of	the	best	ways	to	spend	the	extra	money	you	could	have	earned	

by taking an unpleasant job is to savor the experience of the more satisfying one you 
chose	instead.
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WhAt institution in the united stAtes fits the folloWing Profile?
•	There	is	heterogeneity	among	ownership	models	(private	for	profit,	private	not-for	

profit, governmentally owned) within this institution
•	Within	its	not-for-profit	sector,	philanthropy	is	quite	important.
•	This	institution	is	known,	rightly,	more	for	its	adherence	to	tradition	than	its	ability	
to	be	nimble.
•	In	one	way	or	another,	this	institution	touches	the	vast	majority	of	our	citizens.
•	Operations	are	decentralized	with	significant	autonomy	at	each	facility.	
•	A	group	of	highly	compensated	but	quasi-independent	employees	are	instrumental	 
to	success.
•	For	this	particular	group	of	workers,	morale	and	engagement	are	problematic,	 
more	so	than	in	past	decades.
•	There	is	a	significant	power	and	knowledge	gradient	between	the	institution	providing	
service	and	recipients	of	service.
•	Costs	are	increasing	significantly	faster	than	inflation.	
•	Despite	escalating	costs,	organizations	within	this	institution	feel	under-resourced	
to	fulfill	their	missions.
•	Public	pressure	for	value	(improved	quality,	lower	cost)	is	increasing	relentlessly.
•	In	the	public	arena,	questions	are	being	asked	about	whether	the	services	provided	
are	in	fact	the	services	desired	or	needed	by	recipients.
•	Models	are	being	suggested	and	in	some	cases	piloted	that	may	radically	change	the	
way	member	organizations	conduct	their	business.	Some	of	these	models	relate	to	
the	use	of	technology;	others	relate	to	mechanisms	of	payment.
•	Access	for	the	poor	is	problematic;	the	same	can	be	said	of	access	to	service	for	the	

socioeconomically compromised
Of	course,	in	a	book	devoted	to	higher	education,	the	answer	is	clear:	America’s	

colleges	and	universities.	
But	the	health	care	industry	also	meets	each	and	every	one	of	these	qualifications.	

Across	the	campus	from	every	college	and	university	in	America	there	is	a	hospital.	
Sometimes the hospital is actually on campus, indeed, academic medical centers inhabit 
both	worlds.	Always,	however,	they	are	no	more	than	a	few	miles	apart.	As	higher	education	
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wrestles with the challenges listed above, it might prove interesting to look across campus 
and	mine	the	world	of	health	care	in	search	of	lessons	to	be	learned.	
This	volume	offers	rich	and	varied	perspectives	on	the	concept	of	well-being.	If	we	

are to meaningfully bridge the institutional silos of academe and health care, it will be 
critical	to	establish	the	presence	of	some	similar	construct	within	the	medical	world.

There are four foci of activity ever-present in serious discussions of the future of 
health care, which, taken together, bring us very close to the notion of well-being as that 
term is used in this volume:
•	Quality	and	safety:	It	often	comes	as	a	shock	to	lay	audiences,	but	in	fact	American	
hospitals—for	all	the	miracles	of	healing	practiced	on	a	daily	basis—are	relatively	
unsafe	places.	Mistakes	are	made.	People	suffer	and	die	as	a	result	of	these	mistakes.	
They	happen	on	a	daily	basis.	As	the	health	care	industry	has	faced	this	problem,	
transparency	has	become	a	watchword	along	with	the	need	to	reflect	soberly	on	what	
we	do,	rather	than	simply	wrap	ourselves	in	the	flag	of	good	intentions.	The	compelling	
literature on this topic asks caregivers and the institutions in which they work to 
bring different attitudes and to attend in a different way to self-awareness, self-study, 
and	relentless	self-improvement.
•	Engagement:	With	growing	clarity,	health	care	leaders	appreciate	that	the	culture	of	

the medical environment has a profound effect on not only quality and safety, but 
also	on	the	human	experience	of	caregivers,	patients,	and	families	alike.	Some	of	
this attention degrades to a focus on marketing, but in the best of institutions, there 
is a real understanding that the essence of the healing relationship itself is mediated by 
the culture of the institutions in which medical care is offered and the attitude displayed 
by	caregivers	within	these	institutions.
•	Efforts	to	marry	art	and	science:	The	physician	and	author	Abraham	Verghese	is	leading	
a	project	at	Stanford	Medical	School	to	re-immerse	young	physicians	in	the	art	of	
the physical examination, a ritual that arguably seeks to re-position technology into 
a role where it supports rather than displaces the sacred encounter between healer and 
supplicant	upon	which	medicine,	at	its	very	best,	is	based.1

•	The	empowerment	of	patients	and	families:	Increasingly,	medicine	is	shedding	its	
authoritarian doctor knows best power dynamics for a much more democratic collab-
oration between those who deliver care and those who receive it by including, involving, 
and	empowering	patients	and	their	families	to	be	true	partners	in	the	pursuit	of	health.

None of these currents within medicine translates exactly to well-being or its synonyms, 
such	as	flourishing,	but	taken	together,	they	relate	closely	with	their	emphasis	on	breadth,	
humanism, more lofty and challenging goals, as well as attention to nuance beyond business 
as	usual	(doing	surgery	or	providing	education).	
In	both	enterprises—higher	education	and	healthcare—we	need	to	distinguish	between	

isolated islands of progressive activity on the one hand and comprehensive, institutional 
commitment	to	a	restated	mission	on	the	other	hand.	It	would	be	hard	to	find	a	campus	
that does not have some department, program, or class where well-being has not been an 
essential	goal	for	many	years.	Similarly,	every	hospital	is	home	to	some	area	of	practice	
that has long embraced collaborative inclusion of patients, deep engagement of providers, 
nuanced	attention	to	marrying	the	art	and	science	of	medicine.	The	golden	ring,	as	it	
were, is institutional adoption of such activities to the point that they are embedded not 



Institutional	Transformation	in	the	Service	of	Well-Being:	A	Cross-Cultural	Perspective	 263

only in formal mission and vision statements, but also in the performance expectations 
of	leaders	at	every	level	and	the	metrics	used	to	define	success	across	the	institution.
There	may	indeed	be	lessons	to	be	learned	from	the	world	of	medicine—not	because	

health care has progressed to a degree warranting any awe, but because a constellation of 
internal and external forces has been relentlessly demanding substantial change for well 
over	a	decade.	These	forces	are	highly	varied.	They	include	self-generated	commitment	
to mission (and the realization that the status quo falls short of truly fulfilling mission), 
demands from regulators, demands from payers, demands from 
employers,	and	competitive	threats.	
As	a	consequence	of	such	pressures,	hospitals	are	consolidating	at	

an	ever-increasing	pace.	An	entire	consulting	industry	has	emerged,	
offering	to	help	steer	major	changes.	Efforts	to	date	provide	us	with	
fertile	ground	for	cross-cultural	study.	

If a rich array of experiments constitutes good news, the relatively 
slow	progression	of	the	field	at	large	is	discouraging.	We	can,	however,	
say from experience that there are three tempting approaches to
institutional transformation that are not likely to bring the desired and 
lasting	results.	Looking	first	at	these	methodologies,	those	committed	to	change	in	the	world	
of higher education can at least be warned to avoid what have been, in health care, well-worn 
paths	to	disappointment.

reCiPes for disAPPointMent

The Fantasy of Bottom-up Emergence
Within most large and complex organizations there already exist positive outliers, departments 
or service areas that have seemingly spontaneously found ways to defy the norm and 
exemplify	truly	inspirational	practice.	Change	agents	often	hope	to	catalyze	spread	from	
such	internal	centers	of	excellence.	The	same	change	agents	look	for	internal	champions	or	
service	areas	undergoing	upheaval	for	piloting	initiatives	in	discontinuous	change.	Both	
ideas are to be applauded, but expecting pockets of success or exuberance to spontane-
ously	spark	comprehensive,	radical,	and	organization-wide	change	is	naive.	Inertia,	with	its	
many	institutional	determinants,	is	simply	too	powerful	a	force	to	be	so	easily	overturned.

Institution-wide Initiatives Designed to Import Best Practices  
(The Converse of Our First Example)
Numerous large health care organizations have experimented with all in attempts at 
transformation by importing programs that offer a vision of a straight path to a radically 
different	future.	Two	of	the	most	publicized	efforts	involve	replicating	Disney’s	approach	
to customer service2	and	Toyota’s	approach	to	lean	manufacturing.3 These and other 
efforts rely upon importing and imposing proven methodologies through changed 
management practices that often include the indoctrination of thousands of employees 
and	hundreds	of	management	staff.	

Successes, unfortunately, are rare and occur only when commitment is sustained over 
years with relentless intent and major resource investment, as has been the case with the 
Virginia	Mason	organization	in	Seattle.	In	many	instances,	the	“Iron	Law,”	a	term	coined	

Expecting pockets 
of success or exuberance 
to spontaneously spark 
comprehensive, radical, 
and organization-wide 
change is naive
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by	Peter	Rossi	in	1987,	comes	into	play.4 Rossi suggests, provocatively, that when one measures 
efforts	directed	toward	large-scale	social	change,	the	results	can	be	predicted	to	be	nil.5 

Assigning Responsibility for Institution-wide Change to Some Obvious Party  
(An Early Adapter, Perhaps, or a Content Expert)
It is not hard to find passionate advocates for the radical improvement of quality and 
safety	on	any	hospital	campus.	Often	these	men	and	women	have	formal	assignments	
within	the	departments	variously	titled	“Quality,”	“Quality	and	Safety,”	“Risk	Management,”	
“Quality	Improvement.”	Who	better	to	task	with	the	job	of	driving	organization-wide	
change?	But	it	does	not	work.	Why?	How	could	such	a	commonsensical	idea	fail	and	fail	
repeatedly? The answer lies in a set of mutually-reinforcing barriers:
•	Rarely	are	resources	allocated	proportional	to	the	desired	end	state	and	the	magnitude	
of	change	necessary	to	reach	that	end	state.	
•	While	the	designated	change	agents	may	passionately	embrace	the	vision	of	a	different	

reality, they rarely have sufficient breath of knowledge to fully grasp the change 
agenda	necessary.
•	Nor	are	they	likely	to	have	sufficient	cross-departmental	experience	to	understand	
the	barriers	to	change	that	exist	in	other	areas	of	the	organization.
•	Rarely	is	the	designated	change	agent	imbued	with	the	formal	authority	to	direct	
the	rupture	and	recreation	of	established	processes.
•	Rarely	does	the	designated	change	agent	have	enough	soft	influence	or	enough	
time/staff	to	garner	soft	influence	in	order	to	coax	and	cajole	others	into	changing.
•	The	fact	that	responsibility	for	change	has	been	delegated	to	one	sub-division	of	the	
organization	creates	tacit	permission	for	other	divisions	to	abjure	their	own	responsibility.	

These common paths to failure might suggest that we are doomed to cycles of destruction 
and re-birth, hoping that whatever Phoenix rises from the ashes is better suited to a more 
complex	future.	There	is,	however,	reason	for	greater	optimism	because	it	is	possible	to	
identify	organizations	that	have,	in	fact,	differentiated	themselves.	
By	turning	away	from	the	previous	list	of	tactics	to	avoid	and	looking	closely	at	orga-

nizations whose performance is notably superior, we can begin to sketch a conceptual roadmap 
designed	to	guide	intentional	action.

Attributes of uniquely suCCessful heAlth CAre orgAnizAtions

Change is Embraced
Health care organizations that outperform their peers have made institutional commitments to 
being	in	the	vanguard	of	change	and	innovation.	This	commitment	is	clearly	expressed	by	the	
board,	senior	leadership,	and	executives	at	the	departmental	level.	It	involves	partnerships	with	
technology	innovators	(The	Palo	Alto	Medical	Foundation,	the	Ochsner	Health	System),	com-
mitment	to	redesigning	models	of	care	(The	Everett	Clinic),	and	investment	in	understanding	
the	scholarship	of	change	and	change	management	(ThedaCare,	Baylor	Scott	and	White).

The Rationale for Change References Both Inspirational Ideals and Marketplace Imperatives 
Within	the	stress	and	strain	of	today’s	health	care	delivery	system,	starry-eyed	idealism	
and	exhortations	to	do	better	run	a	high	risk	of	a	flat	reception.	Similarly,	fear-filled	
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admonitions that unless we change, we are lost have been overdone to the point  
that	they	sound	like	the	apocryphal	Chicken	Little	who	was	convinced	that	“the	sky	 
is	falling.”	

What is needed in order to motivate hard-working and 
beleaguered professionals is a more nuanced message combin-
ing a call to the higher purpose of medicine (or education) with 
a frank, unvarnished picture of the external forces demanding 
change	in	the	status	quo.	Accomplishments	that	exemplify	
a combination of excellence, service, and innovation are 
called out for celebration, as across the institution, everyone 
is	enjoined—and	expected—to	engage	together	in	making	a	
new	future.	

In fact, an inspirational message that re-focuses the entire 
organization	on	the	higher	purpose	of	medicine—so	long	as	this	message	is	conveyed	
in	terms	that	do	not	pretend	away	real	contemporary	challenges—is	a	prerequisite	 
for	a	truly	engaged	and	deeply	committed	workforce.	Might	the	same	not	be	true	of	
higher education?

The Commitment to Superior Performance Includes a Redefinition of Quality and Service
The	Cleveland	Clinic,	long	one	of	the	country’s	leading	health	care	brands	and	a	worldwide	
destination for complex cardiac care, recently acknowledged that despite unimpeachable 
clinical results, it was not meeting the expectations of its patients in terms of their human 
experience	as	recipients	of	care.	They	acknowledged	that	they	could	do	better	and	publicly	
committed	to	doing	so.	They	invested	resources,	energy,	and	attention	to	turning	this	around,	
and	by	all	objective	measures,	they	have.6 

Top-down and Bottom-up Approaches are Balanced and Synchronized
Institutional commitment articulated in the boardroom and by senior management 
finds expression in programmatic strategies within each department, in the recruitment 
of	physicians,	and	in	the	allocation	of	funds	for	innovative	programs.	These	programmatic	
strategies	are	supported	by	pilot	initiatives.	And	successful	pilot	initiatives	are	aggressively	
transformed	into	the	way	we	do	things.

While it is not uncommon to find significant tension between physicians and the 
organizations	in	which	they	practice	(cf.	university	faculties,	perhaps),	uniquely	successful	
health care enterprises have worked hard to forge common commitments between the 
board,	management,	and	the	physician	workforce.	

Screening Providers for Values, Attitude, and Capacity to Advance Overarching Agendas
In their efforts to recruit young physicians, department chairs of leading health care 
institutions are committed to focus on the values and attitudes essential to provide coor-
dinated,	comprehensive,	patient-centered	care.	They	have	willingly	relinquished	the	pre-
rogative	to	recruit	with	only	departmental	needs	or	technical	brilliance	as	criteria.	This	
focus on the ability of new recruits to meet organizational goals rather than simply to 
meet personal ambitions or departmental goals, while still relatively unusual, is a common 
denominator	of	America’s	great	group	practices.

Admonitions that unless 
we change, we are lost have 
been overdone to the point 
that they sound like the 
apocryphal Chicken Little 
who was convinced 
that “the sky is falling”
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Leadership development programs challenge young leaders to develop and pilot innovative 
programs	that	bring	the	organization’s	values	and	vision	to	light.	These	programs	are	
presented	to	senior	leadership	for	review,	feedback,	and	funding.	

Leadership Goals at the Departmental or Operating Level Reflect Institutional Priorities
America’s	leading	health	care	organizations	are	committed	to	partnership	between	clinicians	
and operational executives, a model that may not have a natural point of resonance with 
colleges	and	universities.	Within	this	spirit	of	partnership,	however,	we	can	describe	a	
willingness to soften the line between professional (physician or professor) and adminis-
trative (health care executive or academic chancellors, deans, even departmental admin-
istrators)	roles.	At	Baylor	Scott	and	White	in	Texas,	the	goals	of	departments	(clinical	
specialties)	and	operating	units	(facilities,	etc.)	are	all	linked	clearly	and	explicitly	to	the	
organization’s	commitment	to	developing	a	transformative	model	of	care.7	Departments	
are expected to collaborate across traditional silos and are rewarded for innovation in 
care	delivery.

These organizations and others like them explicitly repudiate the false logic that 
attention	to	culture	and	softer	goals	inevitably	compromises	hard	accomplishments.	

At eACh level of the orgAnizAtion

We can take these reproducible features of uniquely successful health care systems and 
re-cast them into a set of guidelines for each of the following organizational strata:

In the Boardroom
Until	the	recent	past,	the	governing	bodies	of	health	care	organizations	were	generally	
quite	passive,	focusing	on	cheerleading	and	philanthropic	activity.	Often	deferential	to	
both the status of physicians and the expertise of lay executives, the typical board twenty 
years	ago	had	little	to	say	about	strategy,	patient-centered	care,	or	quality	and	safety.

That	state	of	affairs	has	changed	dramatically.	In	2006,	The	
Institute	for	Healthcare	Improvement	launched	the	“Boards	on	
Board”	initiative	designed	to	educate	and	mobilize	health	care	
boards to demand discontinuous improvement in quality and 
safety.	This	initiative	began	to	change	the	field,	and	researchers	
have since demonstrated a clear correlation between board-level 
attention	and	organizational	performance.8

Today’s	progressive	health	care	board	takes	a	strong	role	in	
setting mission-focused strategy, linking both capital spending 
as well as executive evaluation and compensation to metrics of 
strategic	success.	These	boards	have	changed	their	committee	

structure to focus not only on the financial health of the organization, but also on the degree 
to which the organization is aligned with its mission and the level of success that has been 
attained.	Regulatory	demands	and	attention	certainly	help	to	focus	health	care	boards	
and offer a forceful direction that may not exist in higher education, but the best organi-
zations have active boards as well as pointed policies driving patient-centered, integrated, 
and	high	quality	service,	well	beyond	what	is	required	for	regulatory	compliance.	
These	boards	are	leading,	and	insisting.	They	are	respectful	but	no	longer	deferential.

These organizations and 
others like them explicitly 
repudiate the false logic 
that attention to culture 
and softer goals inevitably 
compromises hard 
accomplishments
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At the Executive Level
The senior leadership teams of exemplary health care organizations are demanding and 
focused	on	change.	They	appreciate	that	society	cannot	sustain	current	rates	of	health	care	
inflation,	inadequacies	and	unfairness	in	access	to	care,	or	preventable	errors.	They	are	
impatient with arguments about how we have always done things and look to drive 
alignment	both	within	as	well	as	across	traditional	departments.	Jim	Leonard,	the	physician	
leader	of	the	Carle	Foundation,	told	the	press	in	his	home	community	that	his	greatest	fear	
concerning	the	new	medical	school	to	be	created	by	his	organization	and	the	U.	of	Illinois	
was that it would be too traditional, shying away from the opportunity to energize and 
re-envision	what	medical	education	can	be.9

This activism inevitably abrades the traditional prerogatives of departmental leader-
ship, asserting as it does that alignment toward common purpose and unifying goals is 
essential.	No	longer	is	excellence	within	some	traditional	silo	sufficient.	In	order	to	
successfully advance such an agenda, the call of a common mission and shared focus 
needs to be absolutely clear, along with a convincing description of the advantages to all 
concerned when synergies are exploited across departments, across schools, and across 
research,	teaching,	and	service	departments.	Successful	senior	leaders	hardly	sacrifice	
all their autonomy, but they are selected based on their willingness to appreciate that 
excellence within traditional boundaries is indeed compatible with being part of a collec-
tive that achieves a different level of excellent by virtue of what it does across all of its 
subsidiary	domains.	

Departmental or Operating Unit Leadership
Departmental	leaders	are	selected	for	their	ability	to	advance	multiple	sets	of	organizational	
goals—goals	framed	in	terms	of	local	responsibility	as	well	as	goals	framed	in	terms	of	
overarching,	institutional	commitments.	These	days,	particularly,	they	are	selected	and	
promoted with attention to their ability to manage complex change agendas and to resist 
the pull of zero sum arguments that they have to win the resource game at the expense 
of	other	departments	in	order	to	flourish.	The	complexity	of	institutional	survival	and	
the challenges of new reimbursement models are forcing institutions to find operating unit 
leaders	who	can	work	collaboratively	with	their	colleagues.	Long-maintained	status	hierarchies	
between specialists and primary care providers are melting away in this environment, as 
each	group	appreciates	its	dependence	upon	the	other.

At the Clinician Level
Health care enterprises can only be as good as the clinical experts who actually provide 
care.	While	physicians	get	the	lion’s	share	of	attention,	they	are	hardly	the	only	members	
of	what	is	increasingly	recognized	as	a	team	sport.	However,	they	(physicians)	enjoy	
the highest level of autonomy, are traditionally the most hierarchical, and are the most 
generously	compensated.	
Despite	the	fact	that	clinical	care	is	increasingly	recognized	as	a	collaborative	endeavor,	

medical training has retained a dogged focus on individual responsibility and individual 
prerogatives.	Given	that	we	expect	physicians	to	be	able	to	make	life	and	death	decisions,	
often with incomplete data and often in highly stressful situations, an emphasis on autonomy 
is	perhaps	understandable.
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This traditional value, however, is not great preparation for understanding the con-
cept	of	interdependence	or	for	collaborative	practice.	And	collaboration	is	an	essential	
dimension of effective clinical work, particularly in institutions aspiring to the sophisti-
cation,	safety,	and	interpersonal	sensitivity	that	stands	as	our	proxy	for	well-being.	Not	
only is there a clinical team operating in every care delivery environment, there also is 

the need to collaborate with patients and their families, to 
operate	with	fiscal	restraint,	and	to	understand	one’s	needs	
and wishes within an organization context often marked by 
resource	constraints.	

Here the best organizations work relentlessly to look beyond 
technical mastery and beyond dogged commitment to autonomy 
prerogatives, selecting clinicians instead for attitude and 
interpersonal	skills.	These	organizations	pay	close	attention	
to onboarding and organizational acculturation and have very 
clear	behavioral	standards.	They	look	for	and	cultivate	an	

appreciation that interdependence is a fact of life in modern health care and that autonomy 
should only remain an ascendant value when it is exercised for professional reasons to 
benefit	patients,	not	when	it	is	exercised	for	guild	reasons,	that	is,	for	the	caregivers’	
convenience,	ego,	or	aggrandizement.

At the Service Delivery Level
Far	from	the	boardroom,	health	care	is	delivered	at	the	bedside,	in	the	clinic,	in	patients’	
homes,	and	in	classrooms	devoted	to	education	and	prevention.	Here,	in	the	best	of	
organizations, we see the ways in which values and institutional priorities have survived 
the	risks	of	dilution	inherent	in	a	complex	organization.	Here	is	where	carefully	chosen	
caregivers	present	the	face	of	organizational	values	to	their	patients.
Connectivity	is	the	issue:	connectivity	between	senior	leaders	and	hands-on	caregivers,	

between	the	boardroom	and	the	bedside.	Technology	is	both	an	enabler,	as	it	makes	data	
available,	and	a	threat,	as	machines	threatens	to	come	between	care	provider	and	patient.	
The best organizations are intentionally focused on learning how to learn how to exploit 
what	technology	offers	without	allowing	it	to	dehumanize	medicine.	A	commitment	to	
teamwork and the willingness to include the patient in that team furthers a mutually 
sustaining	connection	between	the	givers	and	receivers	of	care.	In	the	best	organizations,	
these	issues	receive	relentless	attention.	

CreAting An integrAted frAMeWork:  
the hyPothetiCAl CAse of xyz university

Imagine a medium-sized, successful university whose dean feels passionately that well-being 
needs	to	be	incorporated	as	a	driving	principle	across	her	institution.	Over	the	last	few	
years,	she	has	successfully	connected	several	similarly	inclined	faculty	members	with	BTtoP	
grant	opportunities.	One	such	pilot	was	an	unqualified	success;	another	was	successful	
although	it	fell	a	bit	short	of	expectations.	
Why	not	reach	out	to	a	like-minded	colleague—the	Director	of	Student	Health,	who	

also	oversees	the	Counseling	Center,	for	instance—and	ask	this	individual	to	spearhead	
the effort?

The best organizations 
are intentionally focused on 
learning how to learn how 
to exploit what technology 
offers without allowing 
it to dehumanize medicine



Institutional	Transformation	in	the	Service	of	Well-Being:	A	Cross-Cultural	Perspective	 269

While this may seem like an obvious strategy, it risks embodying our third recipe for 
disappointment.	Consider	the	obstacles:	
•	As	important	as	the	Student	Health	Center	is,	can	its	director	be	assumed	to	have	

the status, relational capitol, formal authority, or moral authority to shape the 
behavior of dozens of academic chairs and hundreds of faculty member?
•	As	much	as	the	members	of	the	Health	and	Counseling	Departments	know	about	

helping young adults with problems, can we trust that their theoretical knowledge 
or professional experience is richly informed by the teachings of positive psychology, 
the scholarship of well-being, and sophisticated theoretical frameworks for adult 
development? In all likelihood, their training has had more to do with various models 
of	pathophysiology	and	psychopathology.	Their	orientation	is	likely	to	be	toward	
relieving symptomatology rather than with fostering well-being because someone has 
to help sick or troubled students, and that responsibility will not vanish with an 
institutional	commitment	to	well-being.

We could make similar arguments against any of a number of other likely candidates 
for leading change: a religion chair, a social work school, a multidisciplinary program for 
the	humanities,	etc.
So	what	might	our	dean	do?	Arguably,	she	needs	to	focus	relentlessly,	systematically,	

and with calculated intentionality on two foundational activities, which, over time, will 
create	an	environment	primed	for	discontinuous	change:	“establishing	a	guiding	coalition”	
and	articulating	the	“burning	platform”	for	change.10

The coalition she puts together needs to be chosen not simply for its enthusiasm, but 
also	for	breadth,	reach,	political	capital,	and	moral	authority.	It	needs	to	include	individuals	
with proven business skills, some with the experience of having driven innovation in the 
past	and	some	who	have	experience	interacting	with	the	university’s	board.	The	idea	here	
is not simply to collect the most committed voices but to collect voices that can craft 
unimpeachable arguments nuanced in such a way as to address local concerns and possess 
a	gravitas	that	cannot	be	ignored.	

It may take many months to solicit, engage, and convince the right people, and this 
group	cannot	simply	be	allowed	to	become	another	committee.	To	be	successful	it	will	
have to marry personal passion, local knowledge, relentless focus, and a strategic approach 
to	driving	an	action	agenda.	

Hand in glove with the process of recruiting coalition members comes the need to 
construct the case for change, a case that balances inspiration with an appreciation of the 
risk	involved	if	attention	to	well-being	remains	marginal.	These	arguments	will	be	necessary	
in order to recruit members of the guiding coalition and will form a scaffold for the further 
dissemination	of	the	coalition’s	recommendations.	The	relevant	arguments	will	need	to	
be	translated	into	language	that	reflects	the	history,	values,	concerns,	tensions,	and	priorities	
particular	to	XYZ	University.
A	successful	guiding	coalition	will	work	to	refine	its	proposals	and	enlarge	its	sphere	

of	influence	in	transit	to	its	first	goal.	That	goal	involves	securing	a	formal	mandate	
issued jointly from the governing body, president, and faculty senate to return with an 
action	agenda.	Inevitably,	given	the	politics	of	any	complex	organization,	such	a	mandate	
will	come	with	constraints	and	will	reflect	a	host	of	other	implicit	or	explicit	agendas.	
That	cannot	be	avoided.	However,	even	given	political	complexities,	some	level	of	
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formal support from all three centers of political power within the institution will create 
a propitious environment for a real change agenda, one that can be driven simultaneously 
from	the	bottom	up	and	the	top	down—change	that	can	last.	

ConClusions

We are left not with construction blueprints (excessively detailed and prescriptive, a set-up 
for the Iron Law) but with conceptual sketches drawn from health care, an enterprise 
similar	enough	that	lessons	may	indeed	translate.	

This comparison suggests the need for a program of concerted work on multiple fronts 
simultaneously.	It	is,	of	course,	enormously	difficult	to	sustain	coordinated	efforts	across	
time	in	the	presence	of	near	infinite	distractions.	It	may,	however,	be	far	easier	than	dealing	
with	the	consequences	of	inaction.
And	if	these	lessons	from	the	world	of	health	care	are	at	all	useful	to	those	in	the	

world of higher education, think what else might be sparked by serious efforts to share 
interdisciplinary	experience,	perspective,	and	expertise.
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for the 21st Century

Peter Leyden

the MoMent hAs CoMe for higher eduCAtion to reinvent itself  
And helP CreAte A 21st-Century CivilizAtion

I come to this conversation about the future of higher education as an outsider but a 
very	sympathetic	one.	I’ve	spent	the	last	20	years	rooted	in	Silicon	Valley	and	the	San	
Francisco	Bay	Area	and	have	followed	the	front	lip	of	the	digital	revolution	as	it	disrupted	
whole	industries	and	fields.	I	originally	came	to	San	Francisco	to	work	at	the	early	Wired 
magazine, which played an instrumental role in explaining the coming effect of new digital 
technologies	and	the	internet	to	broader	audiences.	Wired also played a key role in rein-
venting	how	media	worked	on	the	nascent	World	Wide	Web.	Since	the	Wired days in 
the 1990s, I have moved through a variety of startups and entrepreneurial ventures and 
have built a wide network of people who track or are building the next generation of 
technologies	and	adapting	systems	around	them.	My	current	company,	Reinvent,	routinely 
brings together diverse groups of these kinds of innovators over the new medium of 
interactive	video	to	work	on	how	to	fundamentally	reinvent	various	industries	and	fields.	
During	the	last	couple	years,	I	have	worked	with	Georgetown	University	on	two	such	
projects and have been applying what I have learned over the years in Silicon Valley to 
how	to	reinvent	higher	education	for	the	21st	century.	
The	time	truly	has	come	to	reinvent	higher	education.	Certainly	internal	pressures	

(such as cost increases) are building for a change that those inside the academy can and 
do	frequently	lay	out.	But	as	an	outsider,	I	see	the	outside	changes	that	are	mounting	to	
the	point	at	which	higher	education	has	no	choice	but	to	adapt.	It	is	impossible	for	higher 
education not to go through a fundamental change when the planet is going through a 
historical	world	shift	simultaneously	on	several	fronts.	People	in	50,	or	100,	or	500	years	
will look back on the first half of the 21st century as the historic moment when three 
unprecedented	shifts	with	centuries-long	repercussions	occurred.	First,	the	world	went	
fully	digital.	The	computerization	of	everything	and	the	interconnection	of	everything	
through the internet will be seen as giving human beings what amounts to a step-change 
in	capabilities.	It	can	be	said	without	much	exaggeration	that	everything	can	be	reorganized 
for	the	better	(faster,	cheaper,	more	efficient,	more	productive)	around	these	new	technologies.	
Second,	the	world	went	fully	global.	Previous	centuries	had	at	best	international	systems,	
but	now	almost	all	systems	are	truly	global	and	working	on	a	planetary	scale.	Third,	the	
world	went	fully	sustainable—or	if	not,	people	may	not	be	around	in	500	years	to	comment.	
Climate	change	is	such	a	mind-boggling	challenge	that	it	defies	comparison	with	all	
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previous	historical	challenges.	The	level	of	transformation	the	world	must	go	through	in	
the	next	50	years	to	meet	this	challenge	is,	as	they	say	in	California,	epic.	

In this context of profound, historic, world change, how could systems of higher education 
not	change	in	fundamental	ways	too?	In	the	short-term,	you	can	see	vigorous	resistance.	
Some of this is the typical conservative response of any entrenched institution that faces 
the	unknown.	Some	of	it	is	because	many	in	academia	mistake	the	early	versions	of	new	
technologies	that	have	been	layered	on	to	higher	education	as	the	be-alls	and	end-alls.	
Massive	open	online	courses	(MOOCs)	caused	a	stir	and	then	were	dismissed	as	not	very 
effective	rather	than	being	seen	as	early	the	prototypes	of	what	is	to	come.	The	more	
thoughtful concerns are about how to preserve the aspects of higher education that have 
to	do	with	developing	the	whole	person	or	fostering	well-being,	the	theme	of	this	book.	
The application of the early digital technologies to higher education tended to be cruder 
and lost the nuance of complex interaction traditionally associated with immersive liberal 
arts	education.	The	early	technologies	were	about	creating	efficiencies	and	scale	in	order	
to drive down costs, or they were best applied to teaching more technical skills in the fields 
of	science,	technology,	engineering,	and	mathematics	(STEM).	

higher eduCAtion’s strAtegiC AdvAntAges

The march of technology, however, never stops, and many new technologies are maturing 
that will fit more efficiently with a wider range of higher education applications, particularly 
those	that	pertain	to	the	liberal	arts	and	humanities.	I	have	long	been	a	champion	of	
interactive	group	video,	and	my	company	Reinvent	has	been	a	pioneer	in	the	field.	Only	
10 years ago in 2005, YouTube was founded and popularized one-way broadcast video 
over	the	internet.	This	occurred	because	high	bandwidth	connections	reached	the	point	
at	which	enough	businesses	and	homes	in	the	United	States	and	the	Western	world	were	
able	to	move	large	video	files	over	the	internet.	We	then	started	to	see	the	inexorable	rise	
of	one-on-one	interactive	video,	most	notably	on	Skype.	Just	several	years	ago,	around	

2012, many of the technology giants began investing heavily 
in interactive group video, which brought together as many as 
ten	people	in	the	same,	live,	video	conversation.	Apple	expanded 
its	FaceTime,	Google	created	Google	Hangouts,	and	Microsoft	
bought Skype and expanded the number of individuals who 
could	participate	at	one	time.	We	also	saw	an	explosion	of	
startups working on these new group video platforms and adapting 
them	initially	for	business.	It’s	always	useful	to	follow	the	money 

in	Silicon	Valley	to	get	an	insight	into	what’s	next.	This	time	is	no	exception.	And	you	
can	begin	to	track	the	data	metrics	too.	In	2005,	almost	no	traffic	on	the	backbone	of	
the	Internet	carried	video.	By	2010,	half	of	all	traffic	on	the	internet	involved	huge	video	
files.	By	2018	video	is	projected	represent	close	to	90	percent	of	all	internet	traffic.	Much	
of	this	traffic	will	be	television	and	movies	via	Netflix	and	the	like,	but	much	will	be	
interactive	video	exchanges	across	America	and	the	world.	

The reason this matters for higher education, and particularly for the liberal arts sector 
of higher education, is that so much of the value of higher education up until now has been 
transferred through face-to-face, small group interactions in physical locations on college 
and	university	campuses.	So	much	of	the	higher	value	work	of	higher	education	has	been 

New technology will 
not necessarily undermine 
higher education but 
could super-empower it
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done in a room with one to ten people going deeply into complex conversations that rely 
heavily on the subtlety of communication through facial expressions and body language 
and	on	working	on	common	documents.	A	one-on-one	tutorial,	a	graduate	seminar,	or	
even	a	faculty	committee	meeting—everything	gets	done	that	way.	Now	increasingly,	
those same kinds of interactions can be done reliably, efficiently, and productively over 
group	video.	And	it’s	getting	better	and	better	each	year.	
Meanwhile,	we	are	watching	an	inexorable	buildout	of	the	global	wireless	infrastructure 

that puts us on track to have pretty much everyone in the world connected to the internet 
within	a	decade.	Already	75	percent	of	the	people	on	the	planet	have	mobile	phones,	
and	40	percent	are	on	the	internet.	We	have	watched	how	the	buildout	works	over	the	
last 15 years in the developed world, and we can count on this to take place next: all 
people, with some exceptions, will soon have mobile phones that can receive at least a 
voice	signal.	But	once	that	thin,	wireless	connection	is	established,	the	network	can	be	
built out over time to allow basic internet connections to send email, and then soon 
after	that,	to	make	higher	bandwidth	connections	(such	as	4G	and	soon	5G)	to	move	
video.	So	within	10	years,	all	businesses	and	all	those	in	higher	education	can	expect	
everyone on the planet to be capable of connecting with anyone else on the planet over 
high	bandwidth	video	and	all	other	kinds	of	collaborative	tools.	

Seen through this lens, new technology will not necessarily undermine higher education 
but	could	super-empower	it.	The	rarified	physical	environments	of	academia	could	open	
up	to	the	world,	and	the	world	could	come	flowing	back	to	enrich	academia.	The	pace	
of interactions could greatly accelerate, the scale of reach could ramp up, and the costs 
could	decrease.	By	no	means	would	the	need	for	physical	campuses	go	away,	but	they	could 
be	greatly	augmented	to	the	benefit	of	all.	The	super-charging	through	the	high-bandwidth	
interactive video infrastructure is just one clear way higher education could benefit from 
the	innovative	application	of	new	technologies.	
There	are	also	many	other	ways.	For	example,	we’re	only	in	the	early	stages	of	the	Big	Data	

revolution, and a dramatically increasing amount of human activity is now being monitored, 
captured,	and	then	analyzed.	No	longer	will	professors	rely	primarily	on	an	occasional	
intuitive insight and a final essay to judge what a student has learned or to understand 
his	or	her	process	for	getting	there.	The	professor	will	have	many	ways	to	watch	that	
process and see the critical junctures at which intervention could provide the perfect 
learning	moment.	This	is	not	the	place	to	lay	out	a	comprehensive	list	of	new	technologies 
that	could	positively	affect	the	mission	of	higher	education.	My	intent	is	just	to	point	
out that one of our three world historical shifts, the world going fully digital, should be 
understood	as	actually	playing	to	the	strengths	of	higher	education.	
The	second,	historic,	world	shift—the	world	going	fully	global—also	plays	to	academia’s	

strengths.	In	fact,	there	are	few	institutions	better	positioned	to	help	the	world	make	the	
transition	to	a	much	more	highly	interconnected,	cross-cultural,	integrated	future.	This	
is particularly true of those fields in the humanities that currently are more undervalued 
than other practical fields and are most associated with developing the well-being that is 
the	theme	of	this	book.	A	more	interconnected	global	future	needs	those	with	expertise	in 
languages,	history,	religion,	philosophy,	and	the	study	of	cultures	of	all	sorts.	We	will	
more successfully knit the world together with a deeper appreciation and understanding 
of	the	humanities.	The	knowledge	and	skills	that	come	from	the	broad	range	of	the	
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humanities	are	by	definition	practical	in	this	great	human	endeavor.	They	also	happen	to	
foster	greater	individual	well-being	and	help	to	develop	the	whole	person.	But	don’t	lose	
sight	that	they	are	practical	too.	
It’s	worth	pointing	out	to	American	readers	that	the	arrival	of	an	increasingly	global	

era	will	not	diminish	the	value	of	American	universities	and	colleges,	but	rather	will	
increase	this	value,	at	least	in	the	first	half	of	this	century.	American	higher	education	is	
still	a	magnet	for	foreign	students	and	will	be	for	a	long	time.	The	more	transparent	
nature of all media and the opening up of these great interactive video conduits will 
make it easier for people from around the world to take advantage of the gold standard 
of	higher	education.	That	may	well	change	over	the	decades	as	the	globalization	process	
flattens	the	historical	advantages	accrued	in	the	United	States	and	Europe.	In	the	second	
half	of	this	century,	the	best	students	may	well	migrate	to	China	or	another	regional	
powerhouse,	but	not	for	now.	
The	third	meta-shift—the	move	to	a	fully	sustainable	world—is	an	even	more	perfect	

fit	for	higher	education.	In	fact,	probably	no	institution	is	better	positioned	to	help	drive	
that	comprehensive	transformation	for	several	reasons.	No	other	institution	brings	
together	such	a	comprehensive	range	of	different	disciplines.	If	ever	there	was	a	challenge 
that	calls	for	a	multi-disciplinary	response,	it	is	climate	change.	The	creation	of	truly	
sustainable	systems	will	touch	on	nearly	every	aspect	of	how	humans	live	and	work.	
The solutions will need to be built on expertise from almost all disciplines, and the 
ramifications	of	a	shift	to	sustainability	will	reverberate	through	all	fields.	Academia	is	
also one of the few institutions that maintains a long-term perspective on everything, 
and	its	roots	go	back	centuries,	even	millennia.	Unlike	frenetic	business,	it	is	the	one	
place	in	society	that	is	optimized	for	more	sober,	long-term	thinking.	Most	importantly,	
higher education is where the best and brightest of the next generations are prepared for 
their	long	careers.	The	real	hope	for	solving	the	climate	crisis	and	all	the	associated	envi-
ronmental problems will be the younger generations that are just coming of age in this 
new	century,	this	new	era.	

PrePAring the next generAtion for the neW World

One	of	the	main	objectives	of	the	entire	higher	education	game	is	to	help	prepare	young	
people	for	tomorrow’s	world.	Tomorrow’s	world,	the	world	of	the	21st	Century,	the	
world	in	the	next	several	decades—however	you	want	to	define	it—will	be	radically	
different	than	the	20th	century	world	that	shaped	and	still	defines	higher	education.	
Almost	all	the	students	in	college	today	can	expect	to	live	to	see	the	end	of	the	21st	century. 
We are still in the beginning stages of our understanding of genetics, but our knowledge 
is	on	a	path	of	exponential	acceleration.	The	biotechnology	industry	today	is	roughly	
where	the	digital	technology	industry	was	30	years	ago—poised	for	gangbuster	growth.	
Those	in	the	Millennial	Generation,	generally	considered	those	aged	18	to	35	today,	can	
almost	certainly	expect	to	live	100	years	due	to	scientific	and	technological	advances.	
The generations after them possibly could live to 120 years, the point most scientists 
currently	think	of	as	the	limit	of	human	cellular	structure.	The	bottom	line	is	that	we	
are	now	literally	preparing	students	for	the	entire	century.	And	as	I	have	argued	above,	
that century will have at least three unprecedented characteristics that will make how 
the world	works	radically	different	from	how	the	world	works	today.	
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The coming all-digital world will have one development with a huge effect: artificial 
intelligence.	Computers	are	already	becoming	so	advanced	that	they	are	starting	to	be	
able to do knowledge work that for all previous eras was the exclusive domain of 
humans.	We	are	seeing	how	low-level,	white	collar	jobs	related	to	office	administration	
are	being	shifted	to	tireless	smart	machines.	And	higher-end,	white	collar	jobs	that	
involve	legal	work	and	medical	analysis	are	now	becoming	vulnerable.	There	is	a	robust	
discussion	in	high	tech	circles	about	where	the	advance	of	artificial	intelligence	ends.	
Could	computers	become	as	intelligent	as	humans	in	the	coming	decades?	Could	they	
become more intelligent and move beyond human control? Set aside the more extreme 
speculation	about	future	robot	overlords.	There	is	no	doubt	that	the	world	is	heading	into 
a period in which new generations of thinking machines will create massive disruption 
in	industries	and	fields	that	previously	were	immune	to	such	disruption.	

How should individuals best prepare for that high-tech world? How should higher 
education reinvent itself to help those individuals better pre-
pare? In	2015,	Georgetown	University	 initiated	a	project	
with	my	company	Reinvent	to	explore	some	of	these	themes.	
We conducted a dozen, in-depth interviews with innovators 
inside and outside academia to start the project and to get 
their	insights	on	what	was	needed.	One	of	them	was	John	
Markoff,	veteran	technology	and	science	reporter	for	The 
New York Times and author of the new book Machines of 
Loving Grace: the Quest for Common Ground between Humans 
and Robots.1	Markoff	made	a	strong	case	that	autonomous	artificial	intelligence	was	not	
on the horizon anytime soon but that widespread disruption from the application of 
artificial	intelligence	and	advanced	robotics	was	imminent.	Some	of	this,	like	the	arrival	
of	self-driving	cars,	will	have	a	big	effect	on	jobs	such	as	taxi	driver	and	truck	driver.	But	
the	applications	will	rapidly	move	up	the	food	chain.	“I’ve	been	traveling	the	country	
having	a	debate	with	Jerry	Kaplan,	who	wrote	Humans Need Not Apply.	We	both	have	
come to the conclusion that one of most valuable things to have in this economy is a liberal 
arts	education,”	Markoff	said.	“We’re	seeing	a	world	where	people	do	different	things	
every	two	to	five	years.”2 

There will be plenty of work for humans to do in the coming decades and through-
out	the	century,	but	it	will	be	work	that	humans	are	best	suited	to	do,	not	machines.	
That’s	one	reason	why	Markoff	argued	that	a	versatile	liberal	arts	education,	including	
work	in	the	humanities,	will	be	useful,	even	practical.	The	STEM	disciplines	are	actually	
a	more	amenable	environment	for	the	encroachment	of	smart	machines.	The	study	of	
the humanities and social sciences is the study of humans, the understanding of which 
may	lie	beyond	the	reach	of	artificial	intelligence	for	the	foreseeable	future.	A	liberal	arts	
education	also	fosters	the	kind	of	adaptable	mindset—the	ability	to	think	critically—
that	always	will	be	needed	in	any	context.	Dr.	Vivienne	Ming,	a	theoretical	neuroscientist	
and	technologist	working	in	the	field	of	artificial	intelligence,	put	it	this	way:	“The	
characteristics that will make people successful are the same things that today are predictors 
of a successful career, the same things that are predictive of success in children, the same 
things	that	have	probably	been	driving	human	success	throughout	history.	To	put	it	as	
succinctly	as	possible,	it’s	about	being	a	problem-solver.”3 

A liberal arts education also 
fosters the kind of adaptable 
mindset—the ability to think  
critically—that always will  
be needed in any context
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The	world	for	the	foreseeable	future	is	not	going	to	run	out	of	problems	to	solve.	
And	it	seems	unlikely	that	machines	will	be	able	to	acquire	the	capacity	for	creative	
problem	solving	in	the	foreseeable	future.	Tim	Kobe,	the	founder	and	CEO	of	the	strategic	
design	firm	Eight	Inc.,	knows	a	few	things	about	creative	problem	solving.	Kobe	personally	
worked	with	Steve	Jobs	every	week	for	a	dozen	years,	and	his	firm	was	responsible	for	
the	initial	idea	and	launch	of	the	Apple	retail	stores.	He	came	to	understand	how	Steve	
Job’s	brain	worked,	and	he	has	since	sought	to	find	similar	traits	in	all	the	positions	he	fills	
in	his	global	firm.	“Particularly	today,	there’s	an	emphasis	on	STEM	and	the	development	
of	the	more	analytical	way	of	thinking	about	things,	but	we	haven’t	seen	that	in	the	most	
successful	people,”	Kobe	said.	“In	the	most	successful	people,	we’ve	actually	seen	an	
incredible	balance	in	the	ability	to	move	between	right	and	left	brain	capabilities.”4

From	the	individual’s	view,	the	shrinking	world	of	our	increasingly	global	future	will	
bring	its	own	challenges.	A	planet	of	seven	billion	people	is	charting	towards	a	crest	of	at	
least nine billion, and the vast majority of them have a long way to go to achieve Western 
standards	of	living.	A	big	part	of	the	project	of	the	next	century	will	be	the	inexorable	
integration	of	all	of	the	planet’s	people	into	a	more	workable	whole.	In	such	a	context,	
people	skills	will	go	up	in	value.	And	the	higher	education	experience	devoted	to	the	
humanities and disciplines and focused on understanding or working with people will 
go	up	in	value	as	well.	Take	the	example	of	the	study	of	literature,	as	explained	by	
Edward	Maloney,	a	professor	of	English	and	the	Executive	Director	of	The	Center	for	
New	Designs	in	Learning	and	Scholarship	at	Georgetown:	“The	idea	of	getting	inside	
someone	else’s	head	and	seeing	emotional	connections	and	interactions	between	individ-
uals,	even	as	they’re	fictionalized,	allows	you	to	imagine	what	it	means	for	you	to	have	
those	kinds	of	interactions	with	someone	in	the	world,”	Maloney	said.	“In	some	ways,	
it’s	a	way	of	practicing	your	sense	of	empathy.”5	Here’s	where	higher	education’s	timeless	
goal of fostering well-being in the individual (developing empathy and the like) will gain 
practicality	in	a	more	globalized	world.	

The meta-challenge of climate change this century should also shape how higher edu-
cation	prepares	an	individual.	Many	of	the	capabilities	we	have	touched	on	above	will	be	
needed here: adaptability to increasingly strange weather patterns and disasters, constant 
problem solving to scale up new sustainable systems, and empathy for people in other parts 
of	the	world	who	are	harder	hit	and	migrating.	Other	softer	skills	and	knowledge	beyond	
those	provided	by	the	hard	sciences	and	engineering	will	be	needed.	“You	are	never	
going	to	solve	global	warming	if	you	don’t	understand	the	cultures	in	which	global	
warming	is	happening	and	the	cultures	of	resistance	to	changing	it,”	said	Helen	Small,	
Professor	of	English	Literature	at	Oxford	University	and	author	of	The Value of the 
Humanities.	“We	know	what	science	tells	us	is	required	to	change	the	picture,	and	
changing	it	will	come	down	to	changing	cultures.	And	that’s	the	ground	in	which	you	
really do need humanistically-trained people, people who are equipped with the skills that 
humanities especially provide to go out there and make a case, and to argue it articulately 
with	language	as	well	as	with	figures.”6

The main contribution that higher education can make to the long-term, decades-long 
battle to turn the tide on climate change will be instilling in coming generations a sense of 
common	purpose,	a	fundamental	belief	in	the	common	good.	Here	we	touch	on	another	
of	the	overarching	themes	of	this	book:	the	realization	of	higher	education’s	greater	
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purpose at the individual level will instill a sense of well-being at the societal level; it is 
building	a	bedrock	commitment	to	the	common	good.	It	is	hard	to	see	how	humans	
will be able to solve the monumental challenge posed by climate change without a level 
of	sacrifice	last	seen	in	the	great	World	War	in	the	middle	of	the	last	century.	This	time	
we must muster such an effort without the fear of an enemy but with the attraction of a 
common	goal.	This	time	we	need	to	be	all	on	the	same	team	working	for	a	common	purpose.	
The	world	will	need	help	to	get	there.	

building A 21st-Century CivilizAtion

If you pull back the historical lens even farther than we have so far, what lies ahead of 
this	century	will	amount	to	civilizational	change.	In	500	years,	people	will	look	back	on	
the	21st	century	the	way	we	do	on	The	Enlightenment.	They	will	see	a	vast	array	of	
changes across almost all fields that were so profoundly different than what came before 
that they will have to categorize what emerged as a new civiliza-
tion.	The	defining	features	of	that	civilization	will	be	grounded	on	
our three big shifts and built on an all-digital, computerized 
foundation.	This	foundation	will	be	understood	as	one	global	
system operating on a planetary scale, completely attuned to the 
limits of the natural environment, and designed to operate sus-
tainably	within	it.	To	us	today,	the	three	shifts	look	like	nearly	
impossible	challenges	that	we	will	never	figure	out.	To	people	
of the future, those shifts will look like inevitable developments 
that	humans	obviously	had	to	go	through	and	did.	

The last time humans went through a full civilizational change 
of	 this	magnitude	was	during	 the	Age	of	The	Enlightenment,	
which I define as spanning from the scientific revolution of the 
17th	century	through	the	political	upheavals	of	the	18th	century.	
The sweet spot would be around 1650 to 1750, centered in Europe, and more specifically 
London	and	Paris.	I	expect	many	in	the	academic	community	might	debate	this	proposition,	
including	the	temporal	boundaries,	but	hear	me	out	for	the	purposes	of	my	main	argument.	
It is worth looking back and thinking through the main developments of that era to better 
understand	what	lies	ahead	for	us.	One	could	argue	that	in	the	space	of	about	100	years,	
all	the	key	pieces	of	modern	Western	civilization	were	put	into	place—constructs	that	
not	only	the	West,	but	also	the	whole	world	still	work	within	today.	In	science,	we	
invented	the	scientific	method	that	was	the	first	move	towards	modernity.	In	government,	
we	shifted	from	rule	by	monarchs	to	representative	democracies.	In	economics,	we	created	
financial	capitalism	based	on	stable	currencies	and	reliable	banking.	In	energy,	we	figured	
out	how	to	tap	into	the	power	of	fossil	fuels,	starting	with	coal	and	moving	towards	oil.	
In industry, we invented division of labor factory production as the building block for 
the	industrial	revolution.	In	culture,	we	moved	increasingly	from	religious	superstition	
towards	humanism.	You	get	the	picture.	
The	role	of	universities	at	that	time	was	absolutely	central	to	what	unfolded.	Though	

universities existed before The Enlightenment, their numbers exploded across Europe 
during	the	17th	and	18th	centuries.	An	estimated	80	percent	of	key	figures	in	the	scien-
tific revolution were university trained, and half of them held posts in universities to do 
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their	work.	Isaac	Newton	was	a	professor	at	Cambridge	University	and	was	also	Master	
of	the	Royal	Mint—the	man	charged	with	figuring	out	how	to	create	a	reliable	gold	
standard	for	England	to	jumpstart	modern	capitalism.	Those	within	higher	education	at	
that	time	were	integrally	involved	in	the	transformation	of	the	society	around	them.	
And	why	wouldn’t	they	be?	Those	privileged	enough	to	work	within	the	academy	were	
among those best positioned to help society move through such a complex transition on 
such	a	comprehensive	range	of	fronts.	
The	same	holds	true	today.	Those	working	within	higher	education	are	uniquely	

positioned	to	operate	on	the	civilizational	plane.	Unlike	those	in	business,	they	are	not	
accountable	to	shareholders	pressing	for	results	in	three-month	quarters.	Unlike	politi-
cians and government officials, they are not scrutinized at all times by citizens within 
two-year	time	horizons.	They	have	the	relative	luxury	to	think	long-term	and	to	think	
outside the box without outside pressure, which is the only justification for the continu-
ation	of	tenure	from	an	outsider’s	perspective.	They	have	the	relative	time	and	freedom	
in	their	research	to	dive	deep	and	to	make	broad	cross	connections	between	disciplines.	
And	they	are	charged	with	preparing	the	next	generations	to	make	an	impact	that	stretches	
even	farther	into	the	future.	

Today we are facing the same level of deep structural changes in how we work and 
live	that	Europeans	faced	during	The	Enlightenment.	Our	scientific	understanding	of	
the	world	is	going	through	fundamental	changes.	Our	core	technologies	are	shifting	under	
our	feet.	We	are	just	beginning	a	massive	transition	to	new	sources	of	renewable	energies.	
We have to rethink how we produce almost everything to fit a new sustainable paradigm 
that	leaves	much	less	waste.	The	way	the	economy	works	needs	an	overhaul	in	order	to	
better serve everyone, all classes of people, and not only in the developed world but over 
the	whole	planet.	Capitalism	itself	may	need	a	fundamental	reinvention	to	deal	with	its	
reckless	growth	and	many	externalities.	And	representative	democracy	itself	may	need	to	
transition	to	some	new	form	of	democracy	that	can	better	serve	society	and	get	things	done.
If	ever	there	was	a	time	to	live	up	to	the	full	realization	of	higher	education’s	greater	

purpose,	it	is	now.	We	need	work	on	all	those	fronts	by	people	who	are	not	structurally	
beholden	to	outside	interests	and	can	act	in	the	interests	of	the	larger	society.	When	we	
build the new digital, global, sustainable systems that will operate in the 21st century, 
we want those systems designed first and foremost for the well-being of all individuals 
and	society	at	large.	That	should	be	the	foundational	starting	point	for	designing	any	
system	with	civilizational	reach.	

So higher education faces an incredible opportunity but also must face up to an onerous 
responsibility.	Whichever	route	motivates	you,	take	it.	But	for	the	sake	of	the	broader	
society	and	for	the	welfare	of	future	generations,	get	going	soon.	Snap	out	of	the	cautious	
internal	bickering	about	whether	or	not	to	change.	Drop	the	incrementalism	of	what	
amounts	to	irrelevant	small	talk.	Step	back,	look	around	you,	stake	stock	of	what’s	really	
happening, and get on with the reinvention of your institutions as the fundamental 
prerequisite	for	helping	reinvent	our	world.	We’ve	got	a	21st-century	civilization	to	build.	
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33
Essay

Transforming Learning: 
The LEaP Challenge and 

the Well-Being of students
Carol G. Schneider

WhAt kind of College leArning results in the demonstrable increase in the well-being 
of students? How do educators help foster that kind of learning? What are the connections 
between	empowering	learning	and	U.S.	higher	education’s	traditional	privileging	of	the	
so-called	liberal	arts—studies	in	the	humanities,	social	sciences,	sciences,	or	creative	arts?	
How can liberal learning across these domains of study contribute to a life-enhancing 
education?	And	finally,	but	certainly	not	least,	how	do	those	committed	to	whole-person,	
college learning build the capacity and the shared commitment to foster higher learning 
that is life-enhancing by design? 
Over	the	past	fifteen	years,	the	Association	of	American	Colleges	and	Universities	

(AAC&U)	has	probed	all	these	questions.	We	have	done	this	partly	in	concert	with	
Bringing	Theory	to	Practice	and	its	far-reaching	change	initiatives	and	also	in	partnership	
with	thousands	of	campus-based	educational	leaders	and	faculty	scholars	in	the	United	States	
and	beyond	who	seek	to	make	college	learning	a	force	for	individual	and	societal	good.
In	January	2015,	in	the	context	of	AAC&U’s	centennial	year,	the	association	brought	

many lines of inquiry and experimentation together in a bold call to the higher education 
community	to	embrace	the	LEAP	Challenge—that	is,	to	expect	and	prepare	every	college	
student (yes, all college	students!)	to	complete	a	significant	culminating	project,	a	form	
of	learning	we	call	signature	work.1 That work might be research, an entrepreneurial 
project,	or	a	mentored	internship	complete	with	reflection	on	learning	gained	from	the	
experience.	It	might	result	in	an	e-portfolio	that	illustrates	a	student’s	best	work	on	a	
specific	problem	or	topic,	or	in	a	substantial	creative	product,	or	in	the	student’s	own	
contribution	to	an	ongoing	community-based	initiative.2

Recognizing the wide variety of ways that students might engage in significant and 
complex	learning,	the	LEAP	Challenge	is	capacious	in	its	conception	of	what	the	student’s	
signature	work	might	be.	But	it	is	highly	focused	in	its	assertion	that	the	signature	work	
should always be driven by questions that actually matter to the student and that have 
significance	to	society	as	well.
Above	all,	the	LEAP	Challenge	affirms	that	signature	work	should	demonstrate	the	

student’s	capacity	to	apply	learning	to	complex	questions	to	which	the	right	answer	is	
unknown; the student will use inquiry, evidence, and judgment to build the approach 
to	signature	accomplishments.	And	whatever	the	project,	signature	work	should	
include	significant	writing	and	guided	reflection	so	that	the	student’s	insights	are	not	
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developed in isolation but rather in dialogue with mentors and often with peers and/or 
off-campus	partners.	
In	sum,	the	LEAP	Challenge	makes	visible	what	AAC&U	leaders	have	come	to	see	as	

the	core	of	transformative	and	empowering	college	learning.	Transformative	learning	is	
significant learning that addresses substantial questions and topics that matter to the student 
and	that	matter	in	some	way	to	the	wider	community.	

Engaging students in the exploration of significant questions and projects helps them 
to see that college learning involves much more than just completing a required set of 
often	disconnected	courses.	When	students	engage	with	complex,	authentic	problems	
related to issues they actually care about, they bring together the entirety of their learn-
ing—knowledge,	skills,	values,	practical	intelligence,	judgment,	and	inventiveness— 
to	create	needed	solutions.	They	engage,	in	short,	in	integrative	learning.	The	challenge	
is how to make this kind of deep, inquiry-driven, integrative learning a goal and an 
achievement for all college students, not just for the most fortunate or high-achieving 
college	learners.	

the leAP ChAllenge:  
signAture Work And students’ groWth in Well-being

Knowing	that	signature	work	and	growth	in	well-being	are	highly	abstract	concepts,	I	want	
to ground this discussion in some visual portraits of learners, fictional and real, who found 
new	senses	of	purpose	and	power—transformative	learning—in	their	college	studies.	
The first portrait comes from a striking moment in the 2015 film Brooklyn3 in which 
Eilis (played brilliantly by actress Saoirse Rowan) literally glows as she describes with 
transparent	pride	and	joy	what	she—an	initially	hesitant	immigrant	student—gained	from	
her	night	school	studies	at	Brooklyn	College,	specifically,	her	two-year	course	of	study	to	
qualify	as	a	bookkeeper.	
Bookkeeping	is	probably	not	what	most	readers	of	this	volume	envision	when	they	

think	of	whole-person	learning.	Yet	Eilis’s	sense	of	accomplishment	is	palpable	and	contagious.	
Viewers can see how through her night school program and also through her experiential 
learning as she struggles to make sense of her immigrant experience in 1950s New York, 
Eilis	becomes	a	person	who	can	and	will	choose	her	own	path	to	a	fuller	future.	
In	the	film	and	in	the	Colm	Tóibín	novel4 on which it is based, Eilis eventually uses the 

learning	she	acquired	from	her	night	school	classes	at	Brooklyn	College	to	give	something	
back	to	her	village	in	Ireland.	The	novel	describes	a	final	college	assignment	that	requires	
Eilis to translate accounting rules and financial information into the construction of 
meaningful	board	and	shareholder	reports	for	a	fictional	company.5 When Eilis is called 
back to Ireland unexpectedly, she uses these bookkeeping skills and her keen sense of 
ethical responsibility to recast salary records that had fallen into chaos at the firm where 
her	late	sister	once	worked.	Eilis	becomes,	in	short,	a	person	with	new	knowledge	and	
new-found	capacity	to	share	her	knowledge	with	others.	She	has	gained	practical	knowledge	
and	she	puts	it	to	use.

Watching a gifted actress bring this moving tale of transformative learning to life on 
the	screen,	I	was	forcefully	reminded	of	another	set	of	similarly	glowing	faces—this	time,	the	
faces	of	the	real-life	college	students	whose	educational	journeys	are	the	subject	of	AAC&U’s	
centennial year video, Liberal Education: America’s Promise.6 The students featured in 
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this	video	came	from	a	broad	array	of	institutions:	California	State	University-Fullerton,	
California	State	University-Northridge,	College	of	Wooster,	LaGuardia	Community	
College,	Michigan	State	University,	and	Worcester	Polytechnic	Institute.	Selected	to	
illustrate the broad range of possibilities for college-level signature work, these students 
also exuded pride as they described what they accomplished and contributed through 
college endeavors: research, entrepreneurial projects, community service abroad, integrative 
e-portfolios,	and	the	experience	of	mentoring	and	tutoring	other	students.7

The backgrounds and projects of these students were all different, but they shared with 
each	other	and	with	the	fictional	Eilis	a	palpable	glow.	Their	narratives	show	us	minds	at	
work	and	whole	people	fully	engaged	with	their	learning	journeys.	In	the	midst	of	meta-
morphosis, these diverse college students demonstrated joy, pride, and the sense of new 
possibility in getting educations and in specific, tangible contexts in which they applied 
learning	to	work	they	cared	about.
All	of	these	portraits	help	us	to	see	not	only	students	who	achieved	well-being	in	college,	

but also students with newfound confidence that they can actually use learning to create 
value.	These	portraits	show	us	human	beings	who	have	become	enthralled	with	the	notion	
that	they	now	know	how	to	put	their	knowledge	to	practical	use.	

Positioning the liberAl Arts And sCienCes  
As CAtAlysts for trAnsforMAtive leArning

Conventionally,	liberal	learning	has	been	identified	with	specific	areas	of	study,	the	so-called	
liberal arts and sciences that are usually taken to include the humanities, sciences, social 
sciences,	and	the	arts.	Or	liberal	learning	may	be	identified	with	participation	in	a	residential	
college or university, which at least potentially immerses the student in round-the-clock 
learning	that	is	academic	and	communal.	Or	sometimes	liberal	learning	is	described	in	
more abstract terms, such as rigor and excellence, or the development of twenty-first 
century	skills	such	as	analytical	inquiry,	collaboration,	and	communication.	

The dominant message to be taken from the student portraits, however, is the power 
and the pride that students develop as they gain proficiency in applying their learning, 
whether	to	projects,	or	research,	or	creative	work,	or	service	to	others.	The	real	pay-off	
has come for these students not in what they know, although knowing is clearly a source 
of	joy	for	many	learners,	but	in	what	they	can	do.	
Often,	liberal	arts	educators	worry	about	the	prevalence	of	a	real-world,	practical	or	

applied	orientation	in	the	views	of	many	students	about	what	matters	most	in	college.	
Schooled	in	Aristotelian	or	even	Platonic	precepts,	liberal	arts	educators	may	describe	
practical learning as merely applied, which perpetuates the view that while truth-seeking 
calls into play the full powers of the mind and heart, the application of knowledge involves 
mainly	the	rote	and	the	routinized.	Indeed,	when	AAC&U	released	a	statement	in	1998	
that	described	liberal	learning	as	(among	other	qualities)	“practical,”	a	very	well-known	
college	president	and	humanist	wrote	to	say	she	could	“never”	assent	to	such	an	assertion.	
The	concept	of	practical	learning	degraded	the	liberal	arts,	she	assured	me	scathingly.	
It	is	time	to	insist	that	those	who	privilege	analysis	over	application—or	discovery	

over	the	uses	of	discovery—disvalue	and	perhaps	even	frustrate	the	aspects	of	learning	
that are most empowering to every-day students, citizens, professionals, and society as a 
whole.	Teaching	people	how	to	put	complex	knowledge	to	use	ought	to	be	a	primary	
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and	highly	valued	goal	for	liberal	educators.	Ours	is	a	world,	after	all,	in	aching	need	of	
solutions	to	problems	on	every	possible	front.	Knowledge	is	a	crucial	key	to	the	creation	
and	deployment	of	those	solutions.	It	is	when	we	put	knowledge	to	use	that	most	learners	
reach	higher	levels	of	comprehension	and	understanding.	An	old	Chinese	proverb	captures	
with	precision	the	transformative	learning	that	the	LEAP	Challenge	promotes:	“Tell	me,	
and	I’ll	forget.	Show	me,	and	I	may	remember.	But	involve	me,	and	I’ll	understand.”
Applied	learning,	as	envisioned	in	the	LEAP	Challenge,	involves	students	in	significant	

questions that require exploration, evidence-gathering, collaboration, engagement with 
diverse perspectives, and often active experimentation with alternative strategies to create 
the	intended	solution	or	creative	work.	Involvement	becomes	an	ongoing	activity,	and	
new	learning	becomes	a	continuous	process.	Specifically,	when	students	begin	to	apply	
their learning to complex problems, they necessarily begin to integrate different aspects 
of their education: knowledge, skills, values, experience, and active consideration of 
what	works	and	what	does	not.	An	emphasis	on	applied	liberal	learning	teaches	students	
to	connect	theory	and	practice	and	to	use	each	to	build	upon	and	amend	the	other.	When	
done well, applied learning is generative learning that fosters agility in problem-solving 
and	in	creating	and	testing	new	possibilities.
Moreover,	when	students	tackle	complex	problems—whatever	the	topic—their	efforts	

help them see why a good liberal education necessarily includes meaningful study in multiple 
disciplines and why it places so much emphasis on their learning with and from people 
whose	backgrounds	are	very	different	than	their	own.	The	truth	is	that	no	complex	problem	

belongs	entirely	to	one	academic	field	or	another.	When	
we struggle with a problem, we need multiple perspectives 
that	are	disciplinary	and	societal.	Unhappily,	as	AAC&U	
leaders have noted for more than a quarter century, the 
basic concept of study-in-depth in a single field tends to 
mislead students into believing that learning in their 
majors is all they need for satisfying futures, when in fact 
they need multidimensional learning for virtually anything 
they	hope	to	accomplish.8 

In scholarship, some of the significant breakthroughs lie at the boundaries of disciplines 
as	researchers	borrow	insights	and	methods	from	multiple	fields.	In	the	arts,	the	creator	
needs to consider what is being expressed as well as the envisioned experiences and 
responses	of	those	who	will	encounter	the	work	of	art.	When	we	deal	with	public	questions	
related to health, education, poverty, climate, sustainability, or political change, we necessarily 
call on insights, evidence, and strategies from many different contexts: political, cultural, 
economic,	historical,	ethical,	scientific,	psychological,	and	ethical.	

Expecting students to apply their learning to complex problems is, then, a powerful way 
to help them discover the genuine need for the insights of different academic fields and 
endeavors	and	for	the	insights	to	be	gained	from	working	with	diverse	partners.	Problem-
centered learning helps students to viscerally experience the value of broad learning across 
the	liberal	arts	and	sciences.	Application,	in	short,	makes	integrative	liberal	learning	not	
only	a	theoretical	possibility,	but	also	a	lived	and	potentially	transformative	experience.
Moreover,	the	process	of	practical	problem-solving	also	helps	dissolve	the	artificially	

constructed, but often vigorously maintained, divide between the true liberal arts and 
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sciences and the various fields that prepare professionals for their careers: business, health, 
pharmacy,	engineering,	education,	social	work,	public	administration,	and	the	like.	
Since	the	majority	of	today’s	college	students	already	major	in	these	fields,	many	of	their	
signature work questions and projects will almost certainly come straight from the practical 
side	of	higher	education’s	dividing	walls.	But	when	they	begin	to	tackle	significant	problems	
in those fields, students soon discover that they need insights from the arts and sciences 
to make real progress: societal knowledge, historical knowledge, ethical reasoning, cross-
cultural	knowledge	and	competence,	and	quantitative	and	communicative	capacities.	
Conversely,	students	versed	in	the	liberal	arts	and	sciences	discover	that	to	put	knowledge	
to	use,	they	need	practical	insights.
The	LEAP	Challenge	is	designed	to	provide	an	illuminating	answer	to	the	perennial	

question: Why do I have to take courses outside my major?	By	involving	students	in	complex	
inquiry	projects,	the	LEAP	Challenge	allows	students	to	discover	for	themselves	that	they	need	
broad	learning	from	all	parts	of	the	curriculum	to	tackle	complex	questions.	

toWArd guided leArning PAthWAys:  
ChAnging the WAy students exPerienCe College

As	a	reader,	you	may	well	think	or	object	that	a	single,	signature	work	project	is	insufficient	
to prompt the kind of transformative, horizon-expanding, integrative learning that I have 
linked	with	an	empowering	liberal	education	and	with	student	well-being.	As	a	leader	in	
developing	the	LEAP	Challenge,	I	completely	agree.	To	prompt	the	kind	of	life-enhancing	
learning	the	LEAP	Challenge	envisions,	the	preparation	for	signature	work	needs	to	begin	
in	the	initial	phase	of	college—optimally	earlier—and	to	continue	at	progressively	more	
challenging	levels	as	students	move	forward.	To	execute	a	significant	culminating	project,	
students will need frequent practice	in	inquiry	assignments	to	develop	needed	proficiencies.	
They also will need opportunities to explore with mentors and peers the questions that 
matter	to	them	to	identify	and	develop	a	project	they	really	want	to	complete.

In other words, to prepare students to tackle and succeed with complex projects, we 
need to remap the traditional pathways they follow through college into what educators 
now call guided learning pathways that are carefully designed so that students have many 
opportunities to engage in problem-centered, cross-disciplinary inquiry and exploration and 
to receive faculty feedback on their questions, strengths, needs, and evolving proficiency 
in	tackling	significant	questions.	In	these	guided	pathways,	students	will	pursue	specialized	
and broad learning simultaneously	from	the	outset	of	their	studies.	The	pathways	will	
include frequent opportunities for students to integrate insights and skills from different 
fields of study and from scholarship and practice by working on projects that make inte-
grative	learning	a	valued	and	visible	capacity.	The	college	curriculum	will	become	more	
deliberately	cross-disciplinary	and	more	applied.
Calling	on	educators	to	rethink	and	redesign	educational	pathways	may	sound	dramatic	

and	radical,	but	this	needed	remapping	has	already	begun.	Many	institutions	and	departments	
have redesigned educational programs to foster just this kind of problem-centered, cross-
disciplinary,	and	integrative	liberal	learning.	The	purpose	of	the	LEAP	Challenge	is	to	
publicize and accelerate the pace and inclusiveness of educational change that is already 
in	progress.	To	put	it	differently,	the	LEAP	Challenge	invites	those	in	higher	education	to	
think,	talk,	and	act	in	new	ways	about	the	overall	organization	of	the	college	curriculum.	
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Specifically,	it	asks	that	higher	education	breaks	free—once	and	for	all—of	the	now	weary	
and	outdated	curricular	design	that	was	put	in	place	at	the	turn	of	the	twentieth	century.

Popularly termed breadth/depth, this now outdated curricular organization was once 
the	very	latest	thing.	In	1909,	breadth/depth	gained	visibility	and	then	traction	after	
Harvard faculty adopted a new curriculum built around distribution requirements in the 
major	areas	of	knowledge	and	concentration	in	a	specific	discipline.9	Bread/depth	positioned	
broad or general learning in the first two years of the curriculum and specialized learning 
in	a	single	field—the	concentration	or	major—as	the	most	advanced	and	significant	
form	of	learning	to	be	completed	in	the	final	two	years	of	college.	

Like any curriculum reform, breadth/depth was a product of its time and useful to 
replace an elective model that resulted in too many students taking introductory and 
comparatively	shallow	courses.	The	reform	agenda	was	to	foster	depth	in	a	particular	field,	

and the major is still viewed as a necessary part of a well-
organized	education.	Conversely,	however,	the	breadth	
component	of	the	curriculum—the	primary	locus	for	stu-
dents’	arts	and	sciences	study—was	anything	but	a	suc-
cess.	All	too	often,	breadth	devolved	into	a	cafeteria	style	
curriculum in which students were faced with a bewilder-
ing array of choices as they selected a hand full of courses 
to	complete	their	breadth	requirements.	The	result	for	
millions of students was confusion at best and departure 
from college altogether at worst rather than a coherent 
and	empowering	experience	of	broad	college	learning.	

Today, however, there is abundant evidence that educators are working to reconceive 
breadth	and	depth	and	especially	to	create	new	relations	between	them.	Results	of	recent	
surveys	conducted	by	AAC&U	indicate	that	educators	see	general	education	or	breadth	
as	a	top	priority	for	educational	change	and	improvement.10 Because	of	the	prevalence	of	
the breadth/depth model, many assume that general education reform applies only to the 
initial	years	of	college.	But	it	has	been	clear	since	AAC&U	first	began	to	ask	questions	
about general education in 2000 that college leaders are working proactively to extend 
broad	learning	across	the	entire	four	years	of	college	from	cornerstone	to	capstone.	Moreover,	
educators are linking these changes in general education to study in the major and breaking 
down	the	dividing	walls	that	traditionally	separate	general	from	specialized	learning.	
For	example,	the	results	of	a	Hart	Research	study	done	for	AAC&U	in	2015	indicate	

that	46%	of	our	member	institutions	include	some	form	of	upper	level	required	general	
education study, which negates the notion that general learning should be completed in 
the	first	two	years	of	college.11 The same research shows that a majority of responding 
institutions seek to foster integrative learning through closer connections between general 
education	and	majors	and	by	promoting	the	kinds	of	engaged	learning	practices—research,	
internships,	senior	projects,	service—that	are	envisioned	by	the	LEAP	Challenge.12

Moreover,	students	themselves	increasingly	choose	multiple	majors	or	majors	and	
minors to create their own strategies for cross-disciplinary learning in the final two years 
of	college.	Revealingly,	Arizona	State	University	President	Michael	Crow	told	Politico 
that he required his own children to take double majors in college, because learning across 
different	disciplines	fosters	creativity.13	At	Arizona	State	University,	Crow	has	been	a	
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national leader in creating cross-disciplinary schools in which scholars and learners from 
multiple	disciplines	work	together	on	intellectual	and	societal	problems.
Many	other	colleges	and	universities	are	taking	active	steps	to	foster	cross-disciplinary	

learning	and	to	help	students	blend	academic	and	experiential	learning.	For	example,	
my	own	alma	mater,	Mount	Holyoke	College,	now	requires	all	students	to	do	field-
based	internships	or	mentored	research	projects.	Preparatory	courses	and	advising	help	
students develop their projects, and results are shared with the campus community in a 
post-project	LEAP	symposium.	
Curriculum	reports	from	Harvard14 and Stanford15 recommend that faculty find ways 

to	foster	cross-disciplinary	and	thematic	learning,	not	just	learning	in	a	specialized	field.	
William	&	Mary,	one	of	the	nation’s	oldest	institutions,	recently	revised	the	general	education	
program to foster inquiry and integration from first to final year in a capstone project:

The COLL 400 capstone experience takes place in the major, typically in your 
senior year. Here you’ll draw on the knowledge you’ve gained from studies in 
your major, the College Curriculum, and your elective courses to take your own 
scholarly initiative. You’ll be expected to synthesize and apply critical analysis, 
solve problems in an applied and/or academic setting, create original material or 
original scholarship, and communicate effectively with audiences. You can complete 
COLL 400 through upper-level seminars, independent study and research projects, 
and Honors projects, that are specially designated by departments, programs, or 
schools. As you complete the COLL 400 capstone experience and your undergraduate 
career at William and Mary, you should be very well positioned to answer the 
question: What is a liberal arts education?16

In a similar spirit of fostering integrative liberal learning, many institutions have 
increased	the	commitment	to	field-based	or	experiential	learning.	Cornell	University	and	
the	entire	SUNY	system	announced	that	every student should participate in field-based 
learning	while	in	college.	At	Cornell,	this	learning	will	have	a	civic	focus.	In	the	SUNY	
system, the emphasis is on ensuring that students will have internships or other applied 
learning	experiences	that	help	them	connect	college	learning	with	jobs.	
Advanced	study	is,	in	short,	becoming	more	cross-disciplinary	and	more	experiential	

or	applied.	This	trend	is	by	no	means	limited	to	elite	institutions.	SUNY	and	Arizona	
State	enroll	the	entire	spectrum	of	U.S.	college	students,	from	the	most	well-prepared	to	
the	most	struggling.	In	the	community	college	sector,	a	robust	e-portfolio	movement	is	
underway that is specifically designed to help students integrate learning and make their 
accomplishments	visible	to	themselves,	faculty,	employers,	and	their	own	families.17 In 
community colleges, there is also growing movement to design more focused and purposeful 
guided learning pathways because based on the concept that well-structured curricula work 
better	for	the	large	number	of	first	generation	students	who	enroll	in	two-year	institutions.	
One	result	of	this	movement	is	that	students	will	be	steered	to	general	education	courses	linked	
to	their	majors	or	at	least	to	their	likely	career	interests	(e.g.,	health	studies,	technology,	etc.)	
and	not	to	the	cafeteria,	self-service	menu	that	has	bewildered	so	many	college	students.18

What we see from a national vantage point, in sum, is a curriculum undergoing 
far-reaching	re-invention	and	redesign.	Breadth/depth	is	being	replaced	by	braided,	
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cross-disciplinary, and hands-on learning, organized in guided learning pathways in which 
culminating	projects	play	an	integrative	role.	The	context	has	been	set	for	all	students	to	
plan for and successfully complete meaningful signature work projects that help them 
simultaneously explore questions they care about and integrate broad learning, specialized 
learning,	intellectual	skills,	and	application.	

However, the pace of change is much too slow; nearly half of all college students are 
doing culminating work, but that means that more than half of all graduating seniors have 

not done senior projects of any kind, much less ones that 
meet	the	vision	outlined	in	the	LEAP	Challenge.	Moreover,	
many students have no idea that broad learning is critical to 
their	futures.	After	hearing	me	argue	the	economic	importance	
of broad learning, a student said to me in some consternation, 
“I	am	very	surprised	by	what	you	are	saying.	I	always	thought	
that if I just did whatever I was supposed to in my major, 
I	would	have	everything	I	need	to	succeed	in	my	career.”	
Employers overwhelmingly insist that it takes more than a 
major	to	succeed	in	today’s	economy.19 This student and 
millions of others have no idea that employers seek, value, 

and	reward	multidisciplinary	learning	and	not	just	field-specific	learning.
Students need and deserve a more contemporary understanding of what matters in 

college and strong guidance to help them develop the ability to put their learning to 
practical	use.	What	can	educators	do	to	provide	the	needed	guidance	and	support?	How	do	
we begin to remap our educational pathways so that students prepare for and successfully 
complete significant applied learning projects?

hoW eduCAtors CAn MAke hAnds-on leArning  
exPeCted And feAsible for students

Ultimately,	all	educational	change	like	all	politics	begins	at	the	local	level.	Each	institution	
will need to assess its own readiness to make signature work an integral part of its educational 
expectations	and	degree	requirements.	Each	will	need	to	empower	faculty	and	staff	to	work	
together to develop the educational case for the value of signature work and determine how 
best	to	advance	that	cause	in	their	own	institutions.	
But	the	shift	toward	involving	students	in	inquiry-based	learning	and	integrative,	

culminating	projects	is	already	well	advanced	nationally.	Change-minded	leaders	on	any	
particular	campus	can	and	should	use	emerging	evidence	on	what	works	for	today’s	students	
from	their	own	and	other	institutions.	I	offer	here	a	few	suggestions	about	how	to	develop	
the	case	that	students’	completion	of	signature	work	should	become	a	shared	institutional	
commitment and how to move forward in designing guided learning pathways that support 
students’	achievement	of	meaningful	advanced	projects.	

1. Take a close look at your departments. Many of them already require students to do some 
form of culminating work. Learn from their leadership. 
A	few	national	data	points	show	us	where	we	are	currently	in	terms	of	student	participation	
in	culminating	projects	or	signature	work.	The	first	is	from	the	National	Study	of	Student	
Engagement	(NSSE).	Using	a	definition	of	culminating	work	very	similar	to	AAC&U’s	
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definition	of	signature	work,	NSSE	reported	that	46%	of	college	seniors	have	done	or	plan	to	
do	some	form	of	culminating	work.20 This is an important finding because it allows us to track 
where	we	are	nationally	in	terms	of	The	LEAP	Challenge.	NSSE	reports	data	by	institutional	
type	so	institutions	can	compare	themselves	against	national	benchmarks	and	peers.21 
In	a	2015	Hart	Research	survey	of	member	provosts,	results	indicated	that	only	23%	

of	AAC&U	colleges,	universities,	and	community	colleges	currently	require	culminating	
work	as	an	institutional	requirement	for	all	students.22 If we juxtapose the NSSE and 
AAC&U	data	sets	with	one	another,	they	provide	two	points	of	useful	guidance	to	campus	
leaders	interested	in	advancing	signature	work	projects	for	their	own	college	learners.	
First,	disciplines	and	departments	rather	than	institutions	have	taken	the	lead	in	making	

culminating	or	capstone	experiences	requirements	for	students	in	particular	fields.	Second,	
most campuses likely have numerous examples in which departments have already made 
culminating	work	an	expected	part	of	the	curriculum.	Thus	the	most	obvious	place	to	begin	
work	on	the	LEAP	Challenge	is	with	individual	departments.	Talk	with	department	chairs	and	
faculty	about	their	capstone	requirements.	Are	the	projects	truly	substantial	and	integrative?	
Are	students	succeeding	in	the	work?	If	so,	what	features	of	the	curricular	pathway	helped	
prepare	them?	If	not,	what	changes	are	needed	to	support	stronger	achievement?	Do	faculty	
members assess the projects (or at least a sample) to ensure that students have developed 
the intellectual and practical skills needed to accomplish inquiry-centered work? How 
do departments calibrate faculty roles to enable supervision of the intended student work?
Departments	that	have	been	working	internally	to	create	more	purposeful	and	integrative	

learning experiences for their students are natural resources for a reform-minded administra-
tion.	Build	from	this	circle	of	experienced	internal	leaders	and	engage	faculty	who	have	standing	
in	the	institution	as	well	as	the	department.	Faculty	creativity,	talent,	and	commitment	are	
essential	ingredients	in	the	kind	of	reform	the	LEAP	Challenge	envisions.

2. Probe student participation in high impact practices.
The	LEAP	Challenge	calls	for	all	students	to	do	integrative	signature	work	that	builds	
on evidence about a set of engaged, high impact, learning processes that have a beneficial 
effect	on	student	persistence	in	college	and	their	achievement	of	deeper	learning.	These	
high impact practices include first year seminars and first year experiences, topically 
linked courses or learning communities, course-based service learning, writing intensive 
courses, undergraduate research, internships and other forms of field-based learning, 
diversity courses and experiences, global learning experiences, collaborative assignments 
and	projects,	and	capstone	or	culminating	learning.	Researchers	convincingly	demon-
strate that the more students participate in such experiences, the greater their success in 
college.	Success	is	defined	in	terms	of	persistence/graduation	and	in	terms	of	achieving	
widely endorsed learning outcomes such as critical thinking, communication skills, and 
civic	development.23 However, researchers further suggest that second generation students 
are	more	likely	than	first	generation	students	to	participate	in	high	impact	practices.24 
Even when institutions require specific high impact practices for all students, they usually 
front	load	them	in	the	first	year,	most	likely	as	a	strategy	to	encourage	persistence.25

A	purpose	of	the	LEAP	Challenge	is	to	map	engaged	or	high	impact	learning	practices	
across	the	entire,	expected	curriculum	from	first	to	final	year.	An	institution	that	seeks	to	
implement high impact learning practices should determine what students are doing 
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now; disaggregate the findings with equity; and with input from faculty, determine how 
best to engage students early, often, and at an advanced level in inquiry-centered learning 
and	signature	work	projects.

These high impact practices and others that engage students in inquiry-based learning 
are	necessary	for	student	success	in	advanced,	integrative	projects.	Make	sure	they	are	built	
into	the	required	educational	pathways	in	general	education	and	in	majors.	Culminating	
assignments	undertaken	without	prior	preparation	are	doomed	to	failure.	Once	you	
understand program and student data on high impact practice, a plan can be developed 
to	implement	signature	work	expectations	for	all	students.

3. Study national models and exemplars. 
While	only	one	fourth	of	U.	S.	institutions	currently	require	all	their	students	to	complete	
culminating	work,	there	is	much	to	be	learned	from	these	examples.	Some	may	assume	
that	only	elite	institutions	create	such	challenging	expectations,	but	that	is	far	from	the	case.	
With	generous	support	from	the	Endeavor	Foundation,	AAC&U	is	currently	developing	
case examples from highly diverse colleges and universities that already prioritize integrative 
learning and that have established degree-level expectations for culminating work that all 
or	most	students	complete.	These	colleges	and	universities	include	LaGuardia	Community	
College,	Salt	Lake	City	Community	College,	Bard	College,	Hampshire	College,	Luther	
College,	Case	Western	Reserve	University,	Portland	State	University,	Santa	Clara	University,	
Southern	Illinois	University-Edwardsville,	University	of	Wisconsin,	Oshkosh,	Wagner	
College,	and	Worcester	Polytechnic	Institute.	The	thirteenth	and	final	example	is	a	school	
within	a	school:	the	School	for	New	Learning	at	DePaul	University,	which	for	nearly	40	
years has required all adult learners to complete senior projects in order to graduate and 
teaches these students the arts of self-directed inquiry and experiential learning in order 
to	help	them	succeed	with	this	requirement.	
Beyond	these	case	examples,	AAC&U	already	has	drawn	several	dozen	U.	S.	institutions	

into	a	LEAP	Challenge	movement,	including	include	Boston	University,	Community	
College	of	Philadelphia,	University	of	Houston-Downtown,	and	University	of	Nevada	
at	Los	Angeles.	With	participants	in	the	LEAP	Challenge	movement	located	across	the	
United	States,	any	interested	college,	university,	or	community	college	can	readily	identify	
partners	for	ventures	in	making	significant	student	projects	expected	rather	than	optional.

4. Enlist employers and civic leaders as partners and champions.
Knowledgeable	faculty	need	to	be	centrally	involved	in	mapping	the	educational	pathways	
through	which	students	practice	and	prepare	to	succeed	in	inquiry-based,	integrative	projects.	
They should do so in partnership with student life professionals and advisors whose support is 
essential	if	students	are	to	be	guided	toward	the	most	powerful	forms	of	learning.	That	
said,	LEAP	Challenge	efforts	also	should	enlist	champions	and	partners	for	students	signature	
work	from	the	institution’s	larger	circle	of	alumni,	employer	partners,	and	civic	or	policy	leaders.	
Employers have been at the forefront of insisting that colleges should prepare students to 
succeed in big picture learning and	real-world	applications.	Data	on	employer	perspectives	
consistently demonstrate that employers believe colleges and universities should require 
applied learning projects and that employers are more likely to hire graduates who have done 
mentored	internships,	senior	projects,	and	other	forms	of	hands-on	work.26
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Less research has been done on the perspectives of civic leaders, but at every institution, 
students work on policy projects, on service learning assignments, and on public questions 
in	other	forms.	The	community	leaders	who	make	these	assignments	possible	can	be	
enlisted	to	leadership	circles	that	help	make	signature	work	projects	expected	and	feasible.	
High profile partners can and should help to herald in a new era cross-disciplinary, integrative, 
and	applied	liberal	learning,	not	just	for	some	but	for	all	college	learners.

5. Take full advantage of the digital learning environment and recalibrate faculty roles  
and rewards to make student work on inquiry projects a priority.
In	releasing	the	LEAP	Challenge,	AAC&U	recognized	that	the	digital	revolution	will	
significantly change the way students learn and that the future will bring new combinations 
of	digitally	supported,	face-to-face,	and	blended	forms	of	learning.	The	question	is	not	
whether digital progress will proceed apace, but rather how to use it to help students build 
the knowledge, skills, and mentored experience to deal successfully with unscripted, 
open-ended	problems.	The	LEAP	Challenge	seeks	to	expand	opportunities	for	faculty	to	
work with students individually and in teams to teach them the arts of inquiry and analysis 
and	to	help	them	use	digital	tools	and	virtual	communities	in	their	projects.	
Mentoring	student	work	is	time-consuming	and	challenging.	The	question	then,	is:	

how can we use digital platforms and cognitive tutorials to free up faculty time from 
such tasks as lecturing so that time can be reassigned to activities from which students will 
gain the most long-term value? This is not a simple question, but this is the time to ask 
and	answer	it.	The	digital	age	is	already	upon	us.	Higher	education	must	rally	to	ensure	
that	it	provides	more—and	more	empowering—liberal	learning	for	today’s	students.	
Anything	less	will	surely	mean	a	diminished	future	for	everyone.

reClAiMing the PubliC PurPoses of College:  
the next frontier for student signAture Work

I began this essay by underscoring the transformative power of applied learning and 
related	projects.	Students	with	broad,	horizon-expanding	educations	and	who	can	succeed	
with	signature	work	projects	will	be	far	better	prepared	for	today’s	economy	than	students	
who	have	pursued	shallower,	less	challenging	forms	of	learning.

That said, we also need to claim, explore, and develop the democratic and global 
potential of applied learning projects if we are to create a more just, inclusive, and literate 
society	and	if	we	want	to	sustain	our	planet	for	future	generations.	Students	already	are	
enthusiastic leaders in tackling problems, and when they make public service projects 
part	of	college	learning,	they	model	exactly	the	kind	of	engaged	citizenry	that	Benjamin	
Franklin,	Thomas	Jefferson,	and	Abigail	Adams	envisioned	at	the	founding	of	this	country.

Students who tackle public service signature work projects will develop the skills and 
experience they need for economic success, but they also will emerge from college better 
prepared than any generation before them to take responsibility for the future of our 
democracy—its	decency,	vitality,	and	ethic	of	care	for	the	well-being	of	others.	But	how,	
exactly, can we build new public and policy commitment to the value of liberal education 
for	the	greater	good	of	democracy’s	future?	How	do	we	reclaim	the	concept	of	liberal	
learning	as	a	public	trust,	an	investment	in	society’s	shared	future	and	reverse	the	current	
assumption that a college education primarily provides private benefit?
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Having	worked	on	the	LEAP	initiative	for	nearly	a	dozen	years,	I	have	come	to	believe	
that students are the best ambassadors not for an abstract concept of public-spirited, liberal 
learning, but as living exemplars of minds at work that collaborate across difference to create 
solutions	that	we	need	for	our	shared	future.	The	LEAP	Challenge	builds	from	this	insight.	
Ours	is	a	metrics-minded	age.	We	can	count	and	report	how	many	students	take	part	in	
high impact educational practices and how many do projects that take a semester or longer 
to	complete.	We	can	and	should	make	promulgation	of	such	reports	a	national	priority.
But	every	age	learns	best	from	its	own	illustrative	stories.	When	students	talk	to	the	public	

about	what	they	have	accomplished	in	college	we	see	higher	learning	at	its	best.	They	
show us why cross-disciplinary, hands-on, and integrative liberal learning is so empowering 
for	everyone’s	future.	We	need	to	ensure	that	every	college	graduate	has	a	personal	story	to	
tell	about	a	challenging	and	empowering	college	learning	accomplishment.	Forty-six	percent	
of college seniors do culminating work, so we are farther toward that goal than most 
believe.	Heartened	by	this	finding,	let’s	organize	to	create	guided	learning	pathways	to	
meaningful	accomplishment	for	all	college	students,	not	just	some	of	them.	
The	LEAP	Challenge	is	a	work	in	progress.	When	everyone	sees	college	as	an	oppor-

tunity	to	build	the	capacity	to	put	knowledge	to	use,	students	will	flourish	and	democracy	
will	flourish	as	well.	And	not	least,	our	society	can	once	again	reclaim	confidence	in	
learning	as	the	foundation	of	our	liberties	and	the	nation’s	best	investment	in	a	globally	
shared	future.	
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the CentrAl tension of our tiMe

If you believe in well-being as central to the purposes of higher education, then you likely 
believe	in	a	fundamentally	integrative	paradigm	for	learning.	The	integrative	paradigm	
that animates the best of higher education (liberal and professional education), implicitly 
or explicitly assumes the interdependence of knowledge, skills, and the broader dispositions 
that constitute a way of being in the world, such as openness to learning, empathy, and 
resilience.	In	this	paradigm,	curricular	and	co-curricular	learning	is	seen	as	part	of	an	
integrated whole to help students develop depth of learning, competence, and a broader 
sense	of	purpose.	In	many	ways,	the	goal	of	cultivating	well-being	is	fundamental	to	an	
integrative stance toward learning and education and, in its broadest meaning, to the 
principle	of	development	that	perhaps	is	most	integrative.	
For	this	reason,	the	conditions	for	championing	well-being	as	core	to	the	purposes	of	

higher education are more challenging than ever, as this is a moment at which a counter-force 
paradigm	for	learning—the	disintegrative or disaggregative—is	rising	and	dominating.	In	
fact, I would argue that the central tension of our time in education is between an integrative 
and	disintegrative	vision	of	learning.	By	disintegrative	I	refer	to	a	whole	domain	of	learning	
opportunities	that	has	grown	out	of	the	digital	revolution.	This	paradigm	of	learning—
motivated by the desire to create new and effective means for making education widely 
available	in	flexible	forms—focuses	on	discrete	or	granular	learning	experiences	often	
honed around targeted skills and structured knowledge; these modular learning experiences 
often also have capacities to track and personalize individual learner pathways down to the 
micro-concept	level.	Most	of	the	attention	focused	on	the	effect	of	these	tools	has	stressed	
their potentially disruptive nature and the capacity to unbundle higher education, make it 
more	efficient,	more	accessible,	and	more	relevant	for	workforce	preparation.	

The driving idea that universities should be unbundled arises from the promise and 
potential of the digital revolution to create learning opportunities that are anytime, anywhere: 
personalized,	mobile,	narrowly	focused	on	specific	skills,	and	aimed	at	employment.	
As	Anant	Agarwal,	CEO	of	EdX	puts	it,	it	is	time	to	think	about	“unbundling”	higher	
education	in	“time,	function	and	content.”1 The applications of learning that have grown 
out of this context have emphasized dimensions of education that can be commodified: 
targeted online learning, granular or modular, driven by algorithms that deliver micro-data 
on student understanding, often with a diminishing role for faculty with a rising role  
of	automation.	
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During	the	last	decade,	the	forces	of	unbundling	and	disruption	have	promoted	the	
narrative that higher education is broken, and the traditional college degree is bloated 
and	overly-bundled.	In	this	narrative,	traditional,	institutional,	higher	education	is	ill-
equipped to meet the needs of a new, diverse, and expanding population of students, 
despite the growing evidence to the contrary, that new majority students have the greatest 
need for connected (if not bundled) services, especially those that connect academic 
advisement	and	student	support	services	with	academic	engagement.	

In the context of the discourse of disruption and unbundling, focusing instead on the 
tension between the integrative and the disintegrative is a useful repositioning that has 
important implications, all of which ultimately bear on ways to make well-being a value 
we	can	centrally	design	into	the	future	forms	of	higher	education.	This	tension	is	particularly	
salient	because	it	is	a	threat	that	is	external	and	internal	in	origin.	A	bad	combination	has	
unfolded	in	recent	years	in	response	to	the	discourse	of	unbundling	higher	education.	
A	narrow	and	commodified	vision	of	learning,	layered	primarily	by	interests	outside	

traditional institutions, has been layered on top of what 
is too often a narrowly academic and siloed vision of 
learning	inside	institutions.	

Essentially, we are layering technologies that are partic-
ularly good at granular implementation on top of structures 
that	are	all	too	atomized.	This	combination	has	many	
potentially negative consequences, especially as institu-
tions of higher education respond to pressures related to 
declining funding and rising demands for accountability by 
adapting	and	integrating	these	tools.	This	is	not	to	disparage	
the	importance	of	these	innovations.	Most	of	these	tools	

have the potential to improve student learning and success, but when digital tools are looked 
to as solutions to learning outcomes and cost and completion challenges, they risk misuse 
if the underlying conceptions of learning are focused on narrow academic aims, and the 
structures	into	which	they	are	being	integrated	are	overly	segmented.	
Most	narratives	about	the	future	of	higher	education	are	being	written	and	articulated	

by commercial interests rooted in the educational technology industry (most with intellectual 
roots	in	the	field	of	artificial	intelligence).	In	these	narratives,	the	future	of	learning	is	
highly personalized but particulate and granular, targeted at specific skills and narrowly 
defined	skill	sets.	To	be	sure,	these	narratives	are	focused	on	a	version	of	human	capacity	and	
development in which education, powered by adaptive systems, tracks and responds to the 
knowledge,	skills,	and	learning	histories	of	learners	themselves.	There	is	great	potential	in	
these	tools.	Some	of	that	potential	has	already	been	demonstrated	and	applied	in	some	of	
the	better	practices.	But	this	is	only	one	version	of	learning,	a	relatively	narrow	one	at	that.	
This	is	the	version	of	learning	that	has	shaped	narratives	about	the	future	of	higher	education.	
Making	a	similar	critique,	George	Siemens	noted	about	educational	technologies,	“Instead	
of	improving	teaching	and	learning,	today’s	technology	re-writes	teaching	and	learning	to	
function	according	to	a	very	narrow	spectrum	of	single,	decontextualized	skills.”2

To focus on the integrative-disintegrative tension is to shift away from the sole focus 
on	the	digital	as	the	driver	of	disaggregation.	That	is,	this	is	not	a	narrative	of	the	future	
that	is	inevitably	written	by	digital	technologies	themselves.	The	hazard	of	disintegration	

We are layering technologies 
that are particularly good 
at granular implementation 
on top of structures that 
are all too atomized.  
This combination has many 
potentially negative consequences
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arising out of the new digital context lays in the paradigm of learning that engages these 
technologies.	Naturally,	the	disruptive,	for-profit	innovators	operate	in	this	disintegrative	
space, but so might traditional institutions with less than coherent curricula or non-integrated 
services that leave important disconnections between aspects of the institutions that are 
separately	responsible	for	supporting	students.	The	risk	is	even	greater	when	traditional	
institutions adapt education technologies in search of scale, efficiency, and the reduction 
of	instructional	costs.	
One	way	to	come	at	that	this	challenge	is	through	what	I	consider	the	most important 

design question of our moment for education: what would liberal education look like if 
we were inventing it at this moment in history? If we know what we know about what 
we value about learning, the digital ecosystem, and the challenges ahead, what would 
liberal education look like? Such a design question enables us to imagine what it would look 
like	to	put	whole	person	learning	and	well-being	at	the	center.	For	well-being	to	find	a	
place at the center of higher education, for all students, digital technologies will have to 
play	a	role.	Nothing	intrinsic	in	this	new	digital	ecosystem	makes	it	necessarily	disintegrative.	
Many	aspects	of	the	new	digital	environment	could	support	an	integrative	paradigm.	
We are reshaping our world with them in the ways we create and sustain communities, 
build	networks,	create	and	share	expressions,	and	document	our	lives.	Higher	education	
and liberal education both arise out of a rich tradition that values the power of connective 
acts of learning and meaning-making; the digital ecosystem itself is deeply structured by 
the	power	of	connection	to	resources,	knowledge,	and	communities.	This	is	especially	
urgent for the so-called new majority of students who deserve a whole person education as 
much	as	anyone:	the	98%	who	are	not	in	liberal	arts	colleges	or	elite	research	universities,	
the	more	than	50%	who	are	in	community	colleges.

In order for us to shape the future of higher education, we have to fashion a narrative 
that reimagines this integrative vision as something with deep roots in the liberal educa-
tion tradition and as something responsive and native to the emerging digital ecosystem 
in	which	we	live.	Writing	a	future	that	puts	well-being	at	the	heart	of	higher	education	
means finding the intrinsic synergies between the holistic roots of liberal education and 
the	connective	and	relational	capacities	of	the	digital	ecosystem.	

rebundling And Well-being

A	framework	that	puts	the	disintegrative	capacities	of	the	new	digital	ecosystem	in	the	
service of an integrative vision is what I call rebundling.	Every	institution	of	higher	education	
will	go	through	some	version	of	rebundling	during	the	next	decade	or	more.	This	process	
will look different for each different kind of institution (community colleges, comprehensive 
publics,	liberal	arts	colleges,	research-intensives,	etc.),	and	individual	institutions,	as	an	act	
of	strategic	differentiation,	will	develop	a	particular	version	of	rebundling.	

Rebundling could involve ways both to make certain dimensions of education and 
earning	a	degree	more	flexible	and	personalized,	more	connected	and	integrative.	It	
could allow institutions greater diversity in the kinds of credentials and pathways they 
offer	as	well	as	a	new	context	for	coherence	and	continuity.	Most	importantly,	rebundling	
offers the possibility for institutions to make strategic choices, even tradeoffs, to deploy 
certain resources for automated support systems or customized learning in a larger context 
of	integration.	If	we	assume	the	increased	unbundling	of	time,	function,	and	content—both	
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inside	and	outside	legacy	institutions—then	what	will	hold	the	pieces	together?	By	what	
design principles and with what models do we integrate the best of the larger ecosystem 
and the best of what we know about the long-developed value of higher education and 
liberal education? 

The principles that should drive rebundling need to be rooted in well-being; in this 
way we can imagine shifting from the whole bundle to the whole person as the principle 
at	the	core	of	an	integrative	paradigm.	What	are	the	ways	that	rebundling—marshalling	
the	disintegrative	in	the	service	of	the	integrative—could	serve	the	cause	of	well-being?	
Here are a few questions we might ask ourselves among many possible: 
•	What	are	the	most	important	driving	principles	for	writing	a	narrative	of	the	future	

of higher education? In what ways have we put student empowerment and agency 
at the center? 
•	Are	the	primary	drivers	for	making	use	of	digital	technologies	student	agency	beyond	

graduation or are they merely targeted at narrow skills to drive towards completion?
•	How	are	we	taking	advantage	of	new	learning	analytics	capabilities?	Are	they	enabling	

typically disconnected institutions to share data on student performance across silos? 
Are	we	making	the	use	of	analytics	as	transparent	to	students	as	to	faculty	and	the	
institution?	Are	we	teaching	students	how	to	read	and	act	on	the	data	of	their	learning?	
•	Can	we	make	use	of	new	tools	and	environments	to	help	students	chart	their	own	

pathways? 
•	What	are	the	larger	purposes	that	are	framing	institutional	decisions	for	implementing	
digital	systems	to	track	student	performance	and	success?	Are	such	systems	parts	of	
a larger integrative conversation?
Ultimately	the	goal	of	rebundling	is	to	create	an	environment	that	makes	it	ever	more	

possible	to	achieve	“integration	from	the	inside	out,”	rethinking	how	nearly	every	learning	
experience	can	be	designed	in	what	Georgetown’s	Heidi	Elmendorf	described	as,	“the	
white space of possibility that sits at the intersection of knowledge of a domain, knowledge 
of	the	world	and	knowledge	of	the	self.”3 In order to make this shift, however, we first 
have to recognize what the greatest threat is to the broader purposes and outcomes of 
higher	education.	As	long	as	we	reify	the	tension	between	digital	upstart	disrupters	and	

Figure 1. 
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traditional	higher	education	we	will	miss	the	greatest	pattern	unfolding	in	the	landscape.	
However, if we recognize that the greatest threat is the domination of a disintegrative 
paradigm, then it becomes much easier to see the potential in all innovations to serve a 
democratic	and	integrative	ideal.	

notes

1.	 Anant	Agarwal,	“Unbundled:	Reimagining	Higher	Education,”	the	blog,	February	8,	2014,	http://
www.huffingtonpost.com/anant-agarwal/unbundled-reimagining-higher-education_b_4414048.html.

2.	 George	Siemens,	“Adios	Ed.	Tech.	Hola	Something	Else,”	E-learnspace	blog,	September	9,	2015,	 
http://www.elearnspace.org/blog/2015/09/09/adios-ed-tech-hola-something-else/.

3.	 Heidi	Elmendorf,	personal	communication	with	the	author.	
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