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Introduction:  
International Innovation &  

American Challenges

William C. Kirby

We often measure the strength of nations by GDP or by the size of armies, 
navies, and air forces. But it can also be measured in the realm of ideas. 
Today, the influence of a nation may be gauged by the strength of its 

universities and the ability to develop and attract talent. The foremost global pow-
ers of the last three centuries have all been leaders of scholarship and learning. In 
the nineteenth century, the modern research university born in Berlin propelled 
Germany to the forefront of science and global power. In the twentieth century, 
the strength and allure of American universities were central to an “American 
century” of world influence. In 2024, nearly every major ranking of global univer-
sities shows American institutions still in leading positions. Yet we know this was 
not the case in 1924, and there is no reason to assume it will be true in 2124. Today, 
American leadership in higher education–as in other areas–is under great stress, 
particularly in its public universities, but also in its distinguished private universi-
ties, which have become lightning rods in the political and culture wars of the day.

In the United States, forty-three of all fifty states have disinvested in higher ed-
ucation since 2008. Because public universities educate the majority of American 
students, these states have disinvested in their own future and the nation’s future. 
The slow-motion defunding of U.S. public higher education also threatens our fa-
mous private universities. After all, Harvard and Stanford compete with Berke-
ley and Michigan (and many other great public universities) for the same facul-
ty, graduate students, and senior administrators. In education as in any business, 
competition is a key to excellence. On the West Coast, the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley, is the flagship of what has been the greatest system of public higher 
education in the world. California would not be the California we know without 
its signature network of public universities. Today, Berkeley is a bellwether for the 
future of American universities, nearly brought to its knees by a series of massive 
budget cuts, a poster child of the enduring unwillingness of the American public 
to support public higher education.
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On the East Coast, our oldest university, Harvard, faces the challenge of its suc-
cess and arrogance–what Richard Brodhead, former dean of Yale College and for-
mer president of Duke University, has called (in the case of Yale) “the inertia of 
excellence.”1 Things have been so good, how can you possibly do better? Institu-
tions in that situation are seldom pioneers. And as recent events at Harvard have 
shown, America’s oldest and most famous university has great difficulty with 
self-governance. It is run by an opaque and secretive Corporation, itself managed 
by a controlling Office of the Governing Boards, which I compare to the Japanese 
Imperial Household in my recent book, Empires of Ideas. Things can change but 
change must come in imperceptible increments.2 Right now, the Japanese Imperi-
al Household is looking better.

Across the country, the liberal arts, and especially the humanities, appear on 
the budgetary chopping block as humanities enrollments fall and engagement in 
STEM fields flourish. As politics increasingly intrude on a college education, long-
standing academic freedoms have come under threat, including those of institu-
tional autonomy. I chair the board of the American Council of Learned Societies 
(ACLS), where President Joy Connolly has put the challenge this way: “The grow-
ing challenges to academic freedom across the country demand that organiza-
tions like ACLS avoid party politics but boldly advocate on behalf of dialogue and 
the free exchange of ideas and against censorship.”3

All this may explain why there is a broad and deep anxiety about the future of 
American higher education within the United States. This is clear in the sizeable 
cottage industry of books that has emerged to bewail the limits, failings, or demise 
of American universities. Derek Bok, former president of Harvard University, has 
written about Our Underachieving Colleges and, most recently, “Why Americans Love 
to Hate Harvard.”4 My learned colleague in Harvard’s English Department, Jim En-
gell, worried about Saving Higher Education in the Age of Money. On a similar theme, 
Duke University’s Charles Clotfelter has authored Unequal Colleges in the Age of Dis-
parity, while Holden Thorp, former chancellor of the University of North Carolina, 
has written of the need to “rebuild the partnership between America and its col-
leges.”5 James Shulman, then of the Mellon Foundation, collaborated with William 
G. Bowen, former president of Princeton University, to study The Game of Life and 
how collegiate sports in the United States have warped educational values.6

To continue this urgent discussion, the American Academy of Arts and Sci-
ences, apart from worrying that the humanities are no longer The Heart of the Mat-
ter, warned about The Perils of Complacency in American science and engineering, 
and it has linked the future of undergraduate education to the future of America.7 
Oxford University’s Simon Marginson, invited by Berkeley to give the Clark Kerr 
Lectures on the Role of Higher Education in Society, concluded that The Dream is 
Over, while others believe that the most important agenda for American educa-
tion is now Surpassing Shanghai. American higher education has become a Palace 
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of Ashes, echoes another book, whose subtitle is China and the Decline of American 
Higher Education.8 This sampling of works, along with the international accounts 
provided in this volume of Dædalus, help illustrate current tensions around higher 
education in the United States and abroad.

As Emily J. Levine’s first essay in our volume reminds us, American institu-
tions–Johns Hopkins, Chicago, and later Harvard and Berkeley–became 
serious research innovators in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-

turies, by adopting (and improving) German models.9 In turn, they transformed 
America’s educational landscape. American universities, public or private, came 
to lead the world by learning from others. But when was the last time you saw an 
American university president or dean look abroad for new models for research 
or teaching? As we will see, several remarkable U.S. institutions have established 
international campuses, but few American universities look beyond our borders 
for new ideas. That is a shame. For a central purpose of this volume is to explore 
a vibrant world of experimentation and innovation, mostly outside the United 
States, in multiple settings where new colleges and universities are being found-
ed and old ones reimagined. And where newly ambitious national systems (for 
example, in China and India) are laying the foundations for contending with the 
United States for leadership in global higher education.

Not all of the case studies here are success stories, for all exist in distinct 
political ecologies, some of which can prove nourishing, while others destroy 
ambitious undertakings in the world of universities. Sadly, we are not able to cover 
every region of the world in one volume, though we wish we had time and space 
to explore innovation in Latin America and Africa.10 Perhaps the most direct way 
to broaden the horizons of American universities is to internationalize their geo-
graphic footprints.

That work is described in essays by Mariët Westermann, Marwan M. Kraidy, 
Pericles Lewis, and Haiyan Gao and Yijun Gu.11 What is clear from these cases 
on NYU Abu Dhabi, Northwestern University in Qatar, Duke Kunshan Univer-
sity (DKU) in China, and Yale-NUS College in Singapore is that the international 
offspring of the American parent take on an institutional character of their own, 
shaped by their international environment. If successful–and these examples 
have exceeded expectations–we find them not to be “branch campuses,” but vi-
brant schools connected both to their mother ship and to local institutions. Each 
develops its own signature curriculum: in the case of DKU, that of “rooted glo-
balism,” a curricular innovation that has proven more successful than the curric-
ular renovation attempted simultaneously at Duke University’s home campus in 
Durham, North Carolina. (I was Duke’s senior adviser on China in the establish-
ment of DKU, and I must say it is energizing to create a new curriculum before 
there are any students or faculty to criticize it.)
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It is telling that most of these initiatives, with the signal exception of Yale, 
come not from the oldest, established universities (such as my own, which is fa-
mously risk-averse) but from ambitious, younger institutions seeking in part to 
make a mark at home by excelling abroad and, in the process, transforming the 
university in all its settings. It is sad, therefore, that Yale’s imaginative partnership 
with the National University of Singapore should now be coming to an end be-
cause of the political and cultural insecurities of that city-state. It is also a bit iron-
ic (though predictable) that a communist Chinese regime would provide higher 
levels of autonomy for the “special educational zones” of Duke Kunshan Univer-
sity, NYU-Shanghai, and Schwarzman College at Tsinghua University, than a liti-
gious, controlling Singapore proved able to give Yale.

Many of our explorations in this volume are usefully grouped by geog-
raphy and national strategies. In Asia, no country has seen more rev-
olutionary change in higher education than China. In 1977, Chinese 

universities were just reopening after the catastrophe of the Cultural Revolution. 
Today, they are poised for positions of international leadership in research and 
education, building on one hundred thirty years of institutional experience and 
several millennia of Chinese veneration of education. Thus, they enjoy matchless 
investment.

This recent and rapid growth of Chinese universities (now with more than for-
ty million students enrolled) has outpaced the great postwar expansion of higher 
education in the United States and the growth of mass-enrollment universities in 
Europe in the 1970s and 1980s. Square acreage of universities in China has grown 
fivefold in the past two decades. Unlike the American expansion of the G.I. Bill era 
of the 1950s and the European growth of the 1970s, this educational growth has 
elements that are knowingly elitist, with the ambition to build more of the best 
“world-class” universities. Toward this goal, China has mobilized both state and 
private resources, and it has at hand more of the best human capital (Chinese 
scholars at home or in the global diaspora) than any university system in the world.

Chinese universities continue to rise in global rankings, and two of them now 
outrank most of the American “Ivy League”–Tsinghua and Peking. These univer-
sities are also investing enormously in research. The most innovative experiment 
creatively with conceptions of liberal education that have both German and Amer-
ican antecedents. Thus, as Mianheng Jiang notes in his case study of Shanghai- 
Tech, the new science and engineering university that he leads, the liberal arts 
make up an “indispensable component” of its interdisciplinary, interactive, and 
small-class-based undergraduate curriculum.12

Yet as Wen-hsin Yeh shows in her essay, leading Chinese universities, all of 
which were founded on international models, remain underappreciated at home 
and abroad.13 They are sites of ongoing tension between internationalized intel-
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lectuals and a nationalistic Communist party-state. Her description of UC Berke-
ley’s engagement with Tsinghua and Peking Universities puts all three institu-
tions in comparative perspective. Yet she ultimately notes how the reform and 
growth of higher education in China have produced “tremendous results.” In my 
own view, if any country is to challenge the United States for leadership in global 
higher education, it is China.

Universities in Hong Kong have enjoyed greater autonomy than those on the 
Chinese mainland, and they have made the most of it, with an expansion of under-
graduate education from three to four years to allow for innovative general edu-
cation programs in the liberal arts and sciences. With this came a remarkable ex-
pansion of the place of the arts in public spaces and discourse, within and beyond 
universities. How the arts have been valued and defended in periods of comparative 
openness, until 2014, and of political contestation ever since is the subject of Mette 
Hjort’s illuminating essay.14 As the darkening shadow of a new National Security 
Law hovers over Hong Kong’s eight excellent, well-funded, and differentiated uni-
versities, a strategy of integrating the arts with scholarly realms like science and 
technology shows promise. Hong Kong Baptist University, whose vision is to be “a 
leading liberal arts university in Asia,” has emerged as the leader in the field of “Art-
Tech.” With financial support of that British-era holdover, the University Grants 
Committee, there is “hope and inspiration” still in the liberal arts in Hong Kong.15

Hong Kong’s universities also have the advantage of being at once Chinese in 
cultural terms, and largely English (language) in teaching and research. Thus, the 
University of Hong Kong can aspire to be “Asia’s Global University.” By contrast, 
Japan has taken “a long and wrong road to globalization,” according to Takehiko 
Kariya in his contribution to this volume.16 In the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, Japan was the educational innovator of East Asia, founding uni-
versities on German models and, through Japanese translations of major Western 
works, providing the texts and vocabulary that would define political and scien-
tific ideas in China and elsewhere. Yet Japan’s early and elite success in globaliza-
tion, stimulated anew in the decades after World War II, would not be sustained. 
Having caught up to the West as an economic dynamo in the 1980s and having ex-
panded greatly the role of private universities at home, Japan became more insu-
lar in educational terms, with fewer students studying abroad and a diminishing 
need for English language in schools at home.

As Kariya notes, what began as a determination “to find our own path” in the 
1980s became viewed as a “lag in globalization” and a “critical situation” for Jap-
anese universities by the 2010s.17 This, perhaps, is another example of that inertia 
of excellence: the great domestic success of Japanese universities as sites of social 
mobility and engines of economic growth has limited their engagement and im-
pact internationally. Is this a bad thing? Not necessarily for Japan. Is it a symptom 
of the disease of the “linguistic imperialism” of English?18 Almost surely. Still, the 
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Japanese experience is perhaps a warning to those Chinese universities currying 
favor with Xi Jinping’s regime that wish to withdraw from global rankings to pur-
sue an “education with Chinese characteristics.” 

What about India, home to the world’s largest number of institutions 
that call themselves colleges or universities, with half of the world’s 
college-age population and forty-one million enrolled students–yet 

a gross enrollment ratio a little more than half of China’s? In their complemen-
tary essays, Jamshed Bharucha and Tarun Khanna provide us with a history and 
overview of a higher-education sector that is both highly decentralized and heavily 
regulated, with large state and mostly for-profit private sectors, including extraor-
dinary technical institutes and less distinguished comprehensive universities.19 
Like Hong Kong, India has a British-style University Grants Commission (UGC) 
that founds, funds, and maintains standards in higher-education institutions. Un-
like Hong Kong, India’s UGC has been criticized for stifling innovation with what 
Bharucha calls stultifying generations of regulations. Echoing the Chinese aim to 
develop world-class universities (and perhaps emulating Germany’s Excellence 
Initiative), an Institutes of Eminence program was started in 2017 to propel ten 
public and ten private institutions upward in global rankings. Khanna was one of 
the “empowered experts” charged with making those recommendations.

In 2020, India announced a new National Education Policy (NEP) to “provide 
universal access to quality education.”20 (May India’s NEP have a longer history 
than Lenin’s “New Economic Policy,” so quickly abandoned in the first years of 
the Soviet Union.) For all that public investment and political attention, Khanna 
celebrates a vibrant and emergent “entrepreneurial ecosystem” that directs pri-
vate philanthropy toward higher education, for example in the Indian School of 
Business, Ashoka University, Plaksha University, and Krea University–the last 
three of which place extraordinary emphasis on integrating the liberal arts with 
science, technology, and business.21

Bharucha draws on his experience as founding vice chancellor of Sai Univer- 
sity in Chennai, India, to take these themes further. Sai is a “state private university”  
established by a government act but supported by private philanthropy. Admit-
ting its first undergraduates in 2021, Sai is pioneering the integration of programs 
in law and technology with the arts and sciences. An important aim of Sai–a 
university without departments–is to give Indian undergraduates (and their par-
ents) an education that goes beyond their country’s obsession with engineering, 
and to provide an Indian alternative to a broad undergraduate education that is 
more easily found in Britain or the United States.

Of all the experiments in South Asia or anywhere for that matter, none can 
match the aspiration and audacity of the Asian University for Women (AUW). Set 
in Bangladesh’s hardscrabble harbor city of Chittagong, this independent, regional 
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university has the education and empowerment of women leaders as its goal. It 
pursues this mission through a rigorous education in the liberal arts and sciences. 
In his essay, founder Kamal Ahmad describes its emancipatory mission for “the 
most neglected and defenseless populations” of Asia.22 For this, he has recruited 
the world’s notables to the university’s leadership and boards. Chief among them: 
Cherie Blair, Laura Bush, and Bangladesh’s powerful Prime Minister Sheikh Ha-
sina. Harvard’s Henry Rosovsky and Jack Meyer provided counsel and support to 
AUW. Moshe Safdie created the initial designs for an iconic campus, whose rede-
sign and construction are now under the guidance of the Pritzker Prize–winning 
architect Renzo Piano.

In short, this is a high-profile, high-risk, and high-reward effort to make a re-
gional difference and global impact from a remote setting. Ahmad is candid, how-
ever, about AUW’s challenges in funding, the recruitment and retention of fac-
ulty, and the logistics of building infrastructure in a setting threatened by global 
warming. Having visited AUW in its early years, I can attest that if its outrageous 
ambition (to borrow a phrase from Duke University) bears enduring fruit, then 
anything is possible in our world of universities.23

Europe is the ancestral home of the medieval and modern university. It is 
also a current site of reform, renewal, and political reaction to change. 
From East Berlin to Ulaanbaatar, the Soviet (or socialist) model of high-

er education held sway across much of Eurasia for four decades–and more after 
the end of  World War II. Isak Frumin and Daria Platonova reconstruct for us the 
ideals and structures that underpinned a system that was at once populist (with 
free and equal accessibility) and elitist (with comparatively small institutions de-
signed for specialized training to serve the state and the planned economy).24 In 
their analysis, they show that certain elements of the socialist model would have a 
long afterlife: the idea of universities as drivers of economic growth, that univer-
sities should be places of fair access, and that universities should engage in “for-
mative education” of individuals in a larger collective.

It was in rejection of the Soviet model that the Central European University 
(CEU) in Budapest was founded in 1991, the year the Soviet Union collapsed, by 
the Hungarian American financier and philanthropist George Soros. Michael Ig-
natieff, rector emeritus of CEU, places the story of that university and its uncere-
monious ousting from Hungary, by authoritarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, 
within a larger geopolitical landscape.25 It is a story that goes far beyond Hunga-
ry to the global question of how debates on academic freedom have widened the 
divide between liberal and authoritarian regimes, and also become part of the ar-
senal of right-wing critiques of Western universities.26 Yet the Hungarian story 
is riveting in itself, as Ágota Révész recounts in her assessment of how Orbán’s 
ousting of CEU was accompanied by an effort to find a more compliant political 
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replacement.27 The substitute came in the form of a Budapest campus for Shang-
hai’s Fudan University–a contentious project apparently put on ice thanks to the 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and, it now seems, by a marked lack of enthusiasm 
from Fudan.

It is, rather, in the ancient academic bastions of Britain and the Netherlands 
that Europe today finds several of its premier initiatives in the liberal arts and sci-
ences. Carl Gombrich and Amelia Peterson detail the 2021 launch of The Lon-
don Interdisciplinary School (LIS), which, like several of our Indian examples, is 
a publicly regulated private institution that was started by philanthropic entre-
preneurs.28 Gombrich, who created Britain’s first bachelor’s degree program in 
arts and sciences at University College London in 2010, was recruited to be LIS’s 
founding faculty director. With a curriculum focused on problems and methods, 
not individual disciplines, and with faculty members as “coaches” and subjects of 
study as “superconcepts,” LIS aims to make its mark on undergraduate and pro-
fessional learners in a city that is not short of more traditional institutions.

Across the North Sea, in Amsterdam and now also in Germany, one of the most 
impactful set of institutions discussed in this volume arose, in universities that had 
long neglected their roots in the arts and sciences. These institutions, called the new 
“university colleges,” ascended within the walls of large research universities as “an 
innovation [that] was in fact a small renaissance of liberal arts and science educa-
tion.”29 Promoted as an educational reform that would bring the idea of the Ameri-
can liberal arts college back to Europe, these University Colleges grew as residential 
honors colleges with small-group instruction, yet with the resources of large univer-
sities at their disposal. Marijk C. van der Wende tells how she and other associates 
built Amsterdam University College to offer (and I can confirm this, having served 
on its advisory board) a rigorous, international, interdisciplinary, and affordable col-
lege of arts and sciences–in which the sciences are equal partners.30 Too bad one 
must go abroad to see how this “American” model might work at home.

Today, educational innovation is not bound by geography. Our final set 
of essays describes initiatives and institutions that either are or should 
be borderless. In her contribution, “Global Education without Walls: A 

Multidisciplinary Investigation of University Learning in Online Environments 
across Disciplines,” Olga Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia shares the research of the 
PLATO project, which involves more than twenty universities in Europe, North 
America, and Asia, studies the skills needed by students to intelligently navigate 
the internet, and discusses how institutions need to reimagine curriculum and 
instruction in the age of ChatGPT.31

Fernando M. Reimers explores global approaches to climate change and sus-
tainability in his essay.32 During an age in which the mission of research univer-
sities is not simply to advance knowledge (as if this were simple), but to “solve” 
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the largest problems facing humanity, what are the responsibilities, roles, and 
ideal strategies of institutions of higher education? In teaching about climate 
change, who should be taught, what should they be taught, and how should they 
be taught? To answer these questions, Reimers explores the alternatives of a man-
datory course in Italy; the “organic incorporation” of climate change into class-
es at the University of Tasmania in Australia; and the intentional embedding of 
climate studies across the curriculum, with examples from Mexico and Brazil.33 
How one measures success in this endeavor will be a long-term project: I recall be-
ing taught in college about the coming disaster of climate change fifty years ago.

Richard C. Levin is not only the president emeritus of Yale and cofounder of 
Yale-NUS College, he also served as CEO of Coursera, the groundbreaking online 
educational platform that offers some four thousand courses to more than one 
hundred million registered learners. Like so many “next big things” in higher ed-
ucation (see ChatGPT), the massive open online courses pioneered by Coursera 
did not change everything. But they did change and are changing a lot. (How else 
could I have half a million learners in my China course on edX? Without that ex-
perience, how could I also be confident in teaching all my students online during 
COVID-19?) Levin offers a learned and experienced analysis of the present and 
future impact of online education on higher education globally to show that 
high-quality education can be low cost.34

Conceived as a Silicon Valley startup, Minerva University is another child of 
the internet age. As noted by Teri A. Cannon and Stephen M. Kosslyn in their es-
say, it is “the intentional university.”35 (How many, I wonder, were founded by 
chance?) All classes are taught online synchronously, even though all students live 
in residence. Like so many of the institutions studied in this volume, Minerva’s  
mission is to redefine a liberal arts education for the twenty-first century. It does 
so through an emphasis on “practical knowledge,” active learning, and exposure 
to the wider world. Cannon and Kosslyn show that Minerva, too, aims to edu-
cate people from different social backgrounds to solve problems, not just study 
disciplines; to develop a global perspective; and to do all this while keeping costs 
low. Its students will acquire the skills to be “leaders, creators, problem-solvers, 
and innovators in the twenty-first century” and it is off to a terrific start since its 
conception in 2012.36 Over one decade later, it now has a graduation rate of 90 
percent. Whereas only 15 percent of its graduates immediately go on to graduate 
study (the number at Amsterdam University College is more like 85 percent), an 
equal number start companies. This is an education in the liberal arts and sciences 
for the Silicon Valley ecosystem–and those who would emulate it.

How, at the end of the day, do we evaluate the rich menu of opportunities and 
warnings that are to be found in the contributions to this volume? One answer, 
according to Gökhan Depo’s eviscerating essay on the role of rankings, is not to 
rely on notorious league tables: the Times Higher Education World University 
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Rankings (THE), the QS World University Rankings (QS), or the Academic Rank-
ing of World Universities (ARWU)–let alone those from U.S. News & World Report, 
a failing magazine that was reincarnated as a rankings machine.37 Yet rankings 
do show, however imperfectly, the shifting tectonic plates of global leadership 
in higher education. Had rankings such as those read today by deans and pres-
idents around the world existed a century ago, German universities would still 
have pride of place. Harvard University, which ranks very well at present, would 
not have been in the top ten, perhaps not even the top twenty. Today, at least ac-
cording to QS’s portfolio, Peking University and Tsinghua University outperform 
every German university. Times change. 

Ranking those who would reimagine or renew education, in a volume concen-
trated on the liberal arts and sciences, is an exercise for the future. Still, what is 
remarkable to me in reviewing these case studies is how strong the commitment 
remains to an education rooted in the arts and sciences. This devotion–set out 
by Wilhelm von Humboldt in the University of Berlin, the first modern research 
university–has endured over the past two centuries. Throughout this period, it 
became a foundation of American undergraduate education and now enjoys a mo-
ment of flourishing exploration (and, in places, resistance) around the world. 

To return to the issues raised at the outset of this introduction: what does 
any of this mean for the United States and for readers of a volume pub-
lished by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences? In my view, Amer-

ican leadership in global higher education, so clear a generation ago, exists at pres-
ent faute de mieux, for lack of a clear competitor. But there will be alternatives. Look 
at China. Look at India. Look at Bangladesh! Look at Amsterdam and London. 
Look at the joint-venture universities in East Asia and the Middle East, which are 
as much the products of their geographic hosts as of their home campuses.

Leadership in global higher education (as in any realm) is a comparative judg-
ment. Retaining leadership is America’s challenge. The United States is finally re-
investing in its physical infrastructure but it now needs to reinvest in its intellec-
tual infrastructure, particularly in its public universities, which are the academic 
equivalent of unrepaired roads, rusty rails, and failing bridges. These institutions 
educate nearly 80 percent of American students, and they have the dual and dif-
ficult responsibility of being both the major portal for first-generation American 
students and welcoming international talent to our shores. If the essays in this 
volume are any indication, American colleges and universities need to reconceive 
how an imaginative education in the liberal arts and sciences can be extended to 
new generations of students. I urge my colleagues in higher education to study 
what is happening elsewhere in the world.
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contribute information about other programs, institutions, and lines of work and 
inquiry. We hope that readers will consider submitting comments or essays so that 
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Research & Teaching:  
Lasting Union or House Divided?

Emily J. Levine 

As a design innovation, the modern university is an institution that unites the ad-
vancement of knowledge through research with its dissemination through teaching. 
Its inception in Germany in the first decade of the nineteenth century inspired an 
American adaptation that merged the German version with the English undergrad-
uate college to produce a new bundle that would be emulated the world over. The 
historical view reveals cycles of sustaining innovation in which academic entrepre-
neurs supplemented the research-teaching synthesis with institutions devoted to one 
task or the other. Despite these disruptive efforts and continuing evidence of inef-
ficiency, however, the original institutional hybrid remains the dominant model. 
This essay argues that the university’s persistence is best understood as fulfilling a 
deeper need in American political culture. 

“The existence of the university . . . is a metaphysical necessity.”

—Jacob Burckhardt1

At a meeting of the Association of American Universities in 1906, David 
Starr Jordan, president of the still-young Stanford University, expressed 
reservations about the excessive emphasis on teaching at his own insti-

tution and others. In response to Jordan’s comments, from the elite Northeast 
schools to the Midwest, president after president rose to criticize the inefficien-
cies of the American higher-education system: namely, the best researchers were 
not the best instructors, instructors weren’t afforded the time to pursue research, 
and neither priority was adequately fulfilled. Yet despite their apparent frustra-
tion, no one proposed divorcing research and teaching. Quite the contrary: they 
advocated passionately to stay the course toward the aspirational union. 

Founded in 1810 in Berlin, the modern research university combined the dis-
semination of knowledge through teaching with its advancement through re-
search. This design innovation inspired an American adaptation that merged the 
German version with the English undergraduate college to produce a hybrid that 
would be emulated the world over–including most recently in China, as the work 
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of William Kirby and others in this volume shows.2 But it was never preordained 
that elite American higher education would end up this way. In fact, just a few de-
cades after the first American universities were founded, there were simultane-
ous cries that they were entrenched and inefficient–criticisms that have persisted 
largely unabated to this day.3

The historical view reveals cycles of discontent in which institutional inno-
vations both within and outside the university aimed to address the schools’ in-
efficiencies, often by devoting themselves exclusively to one task or the other– 
teaching or research. Despite the critics and opposition, the combination of re-
search and teaching continues as the dominant organizing principle, which has 
ensured that these distinct tasks remain awkwardly conjoined while their corre-
sponding value systems, functions, and needs are not easily reconciled. It is under- 
standable, then, that a disruptor would presume that the university is like a nar-
row-gauge railroad: an antiquated design that an earlier era standardized for rea-
sons that no longer apply, which we cannot escape due to what historical sociolo-
gists call “path dependence.”4 However, no sooner are these tasks pulled asunder, 
whether by research institutes or coding bootcamps, do innovators–sometimes 
even the very same ones–recombine the tasks anew. In this essay, I argue that 
the long history of the university is one of sustaining innovation through various 
combinatorial innovations. Moreover, I suggest that the institutional design of 
the university may best be understood not as obsolete technology, but rather as 
embodying a deeper cultural need or “Chesterton’s fence,” of which we may not 
be entirely aware.5

The university model that combined the dissemination and the advance-
ment of knowledge was best articulated by German linguist, diplomat, 
and education civil servant Wilhelm von Humboldt. Humboldt’s “aca-

demic revolution” transformed the extra-institutional scholarly world of the pre-
vious era into a state-based “great new institution . . . destined to make history in 
Germany.”6 In Humboldt’s formulation, the modern university became a place 
that was awarded Einsamkeit (freedom from distraction) for Wissenschaft (science 
and scholarship). As Humboldt himself acknowledged, this was a departure from 
the “lower levels of education [that] present closed and settled bodies of knowl-
edge”; but “at the higher level,” Humboldt explained, “both teacher and student 
have their justification in the common pursuit of knowledge.”7

Among the many paradoxes in this original conceptualization, referred to by 
historians as the “Humboldt ideal,” was the tension between research and teach-
ing.8 Historian Sylvia Paletschek has shown how this ideal was, in fact, fashioned 
over a century later when the university’s monopoly over research was threat-
ened.9 Building on this interpretation, I have presented this arrangement as more 
transactional, better viewed as a series of compromises than a lofty ideal. The re-
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sult was the first academic social contract: scholars were afforded autonomy and 
patronage to pursue research in exchange for providing services to the state, usu-
ally, but not always, in the form of teaching.10 

In Humboldt’s urtext, the university straddles the world of ideas and that of in-
stitutions. The Hegelian synthesis of research and teaching reflected this duality, 
an internal contradiction that was heightened in its ambivalent union in America. 
The antebellum American colleges combined elements of British collegiate tra-
ditions with their near exclusive focus on received knowledge, capped by a moral 
philosophy course. To be sure, a handful of geologists and botanists laid the foun-
dation for university-based science, but as theologian John Henry Newman ob-
served, other institutions, including royal academies and member societies, were 
charged with knowledge advancement. Newman offered blunt if tautological rea-
soning: “If its object were scientific and philosophical discovery, I do not see why 
a University should have students.”11

Yet over the course of the nineteenth century, nearly ten thousand American 
students helped forge this connection between research and teaching that would 
distinguish the university from its institutional antecedents. The American so-
journers, as is well known, departed for German universities interested in bolster-
ing their studies in theology, medicine, and chemistry, and returned with books, 
scientific instruments, and new credentials. Many aspired to be not only leaders 
in their discipline, but also organizers of knowledge. Among the most common 
alma maters of American university presidents in this era were Leipzig and Göt-
tingen, underscoring how transatlantic exchange powered the motor of institu-
tional innovation. 

One such American returnee from Germany, Daniel Coit Gilman became 
in 1876 the founding president of the Johns Hopkins University. Admirers later 
anointed Hopkins “Göttingen at Baltimore,” suggesting a straightforward “influ-
ence” of the German model in America that belies a messier story of institution-
al diffusion through adaptation that I have elsewhere called competitive emula-
tion.12 In fact, Gilman hybridized elements of the German model with the needs 
of his local constituents and new patrons. The institutional bricolage, the modern 
research university, with its emphasis on both research and teaching, turned out 
to be what historian Hugh Hawkins once called “both its glory and its shame.”13

Gilman’s hybrid rapidly ascended as a model for further emulation both 
among early adopters in America, notably Stanford University (1885) and Univer-
sity of Chicago (1890), as well as further afield. American academic entrepreneurs 
may have overemphasized their special relationship with Germany to foster their 
prestige and political centrality. The French, British, and Japanese were also em-
broiled in these mimetic entanglements that produced privately funded scientific 
institutes in Nice, the nonsectarian UCL in London, and medical and juridical ad-
vancements in Meiji-era Tokyo. As historian Richard Evans has written, echoing 
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Edward Shills’s modernization theory, every self-respective state soon needed a 
university.14

Due largely to the reputation of Johns Hopkins, America now had a formida-
ble higher-education system with which the German incumbent needed to con-
tend. As a result, by around 1900, knowledge exchange accelerated in the other 
direction. Hopkins emerged as a symbol of both American global aspirations in 
research and the threat that ambition posed to the project of learning for its own 
sake. Harvard philosopher William James worried in 1903 about a PhD octopus. 
With due respect to Mr. James, the apt metaphor was not the octopus, but the cen-
taur: with the body of a bachelor’s degree and the head of a doctorate, it would 
devour academia. 

Writing at the height of massification, sociologists Christopher Jencks and Da-
vid Riesman bemoaned how the university killed the college, a trope that endures 
today.15 But the story is more complicated. Gilman overcame his initial lack of en-
thusiasm for undergraduates to support their education, resulting in a universi-
ty that upheld the holistic mission among its faculty. The archives reveal that the 
“first generation” of Hopkins faculty cared deeply about teaching and shaped the 
now standard seminar and methods for undergraduate education.16 Such first-
rate scholars as the astronomer Simon Newcomb even contributed to pedagogy of 
the “lower level” secondary schools. Anticipating a key feature of organizational 
theory, Gilman drew on the ambiguity of the university’s dual mission and made 
both teaching and research feel like the favored one. 

That is not to say that it was always a happy marriage. The rising star and phys-
icist Henry Rowland, whom Gilman had lured from Rensselaer Polytechnic In-
stitute, ignored students and, according to education scholar Charles C. Bishop, 
had to be compelled to lecture.17 Gilman accepted that some professors simply 
weren’t cut out to teach but could be “very capable of giving aid to those who are 
already strong enough to walk alone,” and abetted an internal separation that dis-
connected the graduate from the undergraduate faculty.18 

Enthusiasm for this new institutional arrangement persisted in the last decade 
of the nineteenth century, then, alongside increasing skepticism about its fit for 
America. Historian Roger Geiger describes how this decade was characterized 
by experimentation to alleviate the tensions that uniting research and teaching 
generated, experimentation that I would emphasize was largely internal. In 1889, 
Harvard’s long-serving president Charles Eliot introduced the concept of a sab-
batical as a recruiting strategy while President Charles Van Hise created research 
professorships to retain talent at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. It was 
precisely these uneven perks that prompted Jordan to caution against the advent 
of an academic caste system. 

The tensions of two different value systems began to show: a vertical one that 
offered rewards to the most exceptional researchers, and a horizontal one that 
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was focused on universal uplift. When the European-born physiologist Jacques 
Loeb departed Pennsylvania’s Bryn Mawr College for the University of Chicago, 
he reflected on his colleagues’ resentment that he should receive full pay for less 
teaching. “In a democracy today, there is as yet no room . . . for pure research.”19 
The fate of the dualistic professor seemed tied to a deep tension in American po-
litical culture between elitism and democracy, a relationship that university presi-
dents were increasingly hard-pressed to insist was “mutually helpful.”20 

The arrival of a third party–private money for research–sparked new fears 
and prospects for this delicate marriage. Despite internal improvements, 
by the first decade of the twentieth century, the modern university hadn’t 

fully reconciled the competing goals of the specialization required for scholarship 
and the experience of student learning. On the eve of the one hundredth anni-
versary of the University of Berlin, it seemed that Humboldt’s ur-institution that 
unified research and teaching was doomed. In America, pressures and opportu-
nities of cost, productivity, and transatlantic competition led to the first of over a 
dozen institutions bearing Andrew Carnegie’s name, the Carnegie Institution of 
Washington, D.C., resulting in a hybridization of research and teaching that left 
the university’s status intact. Responding to these challenges in Germany, Kai-
ser Wilhelm II facilitated the creation of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society in the win-
ter of 1910–1911. By the beginning of World War II, the Society would establish 
twenty- four Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes (now known as the Max Planck Institutes), 
extra-university institutions that emphasized scientific research and involved no 
traditional instruction. By divorcing research from teaching, this innovation led 
to the “dual-pillar system,” a modern university that emphasized teaching and 
separate extra-university institutes dedicated to basic research.21

Among an emerging cadre of American philanthropists, Andrew Carnegie was 
unique insofar as he both theorized about the role of private money in civil soci-
ety, most famously in his concept of the “gospel of wealth,” as well as made good 
on his ideas. In 1901, he retired from business and endowed his first institution, 
the Carnegie Institution of Washington (CIW), with $10 million (or about $367 
million today).22 The philanthropist had thus far given money to endow student 
scholarships in Scotland, but as Arthur James Balfour, who was soon to be prime 
minister of the United Kingdom, advised Carnegie, “We ought to regard our uni-
versities not merely as places where the best kind of knowledge already attained 
is imparted, but as places where . . . the world’s knowledge may be augmented.”23 

Carnegie’s prioritization of research over teaching was evident to leading 
American educational reformers, but how it would be organized and who would 
control it remained an open question. One group wished for a supra-institutional 
research organization while another hoped for a new national university to im-
prove America’s “inferior position” in international science.24 At the first CIW 
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board meeting in January 1902 with Gilman, who was freshly retired from Hop-
kins and endowed as CIW’s first president, Carnegie dispelled this notion. He 
would not establish a national university that “might tend to weaken existing in-
stitutions,” rather he would “discover the exceptional man” and “promote origi-
nal research.”25 

Civil engineer and physicist Robert S. Woodward, who replaced Gilman as 
director within a year, was less agnostic. Having once called the CIW “a univer-
sity without students,” in an ironic reversal of Newman’s ideal, Woodward be-
trayed a desire to disrupt the university’s monopoly over research. He directed the 
CIW to build large research departments that drew on existing government sci-
entific bureaus, including the Geological Survey and the Department of Agricul-
ture, and lured professors-cum-grantees with the reprieve from teaching. Presi-
dent Ira Remsen, who succeeded Gilman at Hopkins, responded that Woodward 
was poaching his scientists. It seems unlikely that this strategy ultimately would 
have felled the university. As Geiger has rightly observed, Woodward’s impact 
was limited by the government’s niche scientific fields and the “exceptional” in-
vestigators who (in the natural sciences at least) were already firmly established 
in the university.26 Despite Woodward’s ambition to establish a scientific center 
in Washington, D.C., independent from and competitive with the university, the 
CIW remained dependent on the university network. The result was a hybrid extra- 
university institution that administered grants to autonomous individuals com-
peting for funding, but did not offer classes or enroll students, leaving the pre- 
existing university system–and its prestige–intact.

Word of Carnegie’s gospel spread fast. He was both lauded and cari-
catured in the British press, and translators quickly interpreted his 
works into German. German higher-education leadership was en-

chanted but skeptical since they enjoyed a different relationship between their 
state and education. The formidable minister responsible for higher education, 
Friedrich Althoff, together with top advisor and theologian Adolf von Harnack, 
agonized about what this growth of American higher-education philanthropy 
meant for  “Germany’s international standing in research” (Weltgeltung deutscher 
Wissenschaft).27 The Prussian archives reveal endless anxious reports, briefs to the 
Kaiser, and the call for an office on Ministerial Academic Information (1904), all 
focused on higher-education developments abroad. The pattern was clear: from 
Washington to Paris, private money was altering the rules of the game.

Harnack’s ambitious 1909 memo, which the Kaiser read with great interest, 
emphasized the dire state of German science and the threat it posed to the state 
and industry. The rapid advancement of the natural sciences meant the work could 
not be done by a single university professor and required funding beyond what 
universities could provide. Through a strategy styled the “Harnack Principle,”  
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institutes replete with assistants, funds, and equipment were awarded to “the per-
sonalities of the leading scholars,” who, in turn, unburdened by teaching, were 
free to pursue their research.28 Notwithstanding fears of what Germans called 
“clique and capital,” the threat of international competition drove them to create 
a private-public partnership through the Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes to ensure their 
preeminence in research.29 But Harnack–unlike Woodward–took pains to show 
that Humboldt had already envisioned supplemental research institutions in his 
original formulation. In other words, Harnack hybridized the Humboldtian uni-
versity, with its twin tasks of research and teaching, with a pure research institu-
tion that had the potential to undermine it. 

With World War I underway and a boycott of German science afoot, op-
portunities arose for would-be academic entrepreneurs to fill the vac-
uum. In the United Kingdom, Cambridge and Oxford finally began to 

offer the German PhD, having abandoned their previously entrenched idealism to 
the enticement of capturing foreign credential-seeking students. At the same time, 
in the United States, a window opened for those American reformers who wanted 
to devote more attention to one-on-one instruction that they felt had been over-
shadowed by the emphasis on credentials, specialization, and research. This camp 
had been represented at the turn of the century at Harvard by Irving Babbitt and 
Charles Norton, who railed against Eliot’s free-elective system and professional-
ization. By the 1920s, this counterreformation assumed full force in the revival of 
the small college, soon called the “liberal arts,” a term that over the course of the 
next three decades came to mean both a general educational curriculum that em-
phasized breadth and a pursuit that was centered on learning for its own sake.30 
Influenced by such figures as philosopher John Dewey, education entrepreneurs 
founded liberal arts colleges, including Bennington (1924) and Sarah Lawrence 
College (1926). Their strategy was to prioritize the neglected task of teaching.31 

The scrappy start-up Black Mountain College, established in 1933, offers a good 
example of the possibilities and limits of challenging the dominant organization-
al paradigm. The college was founded by a classicist and education reformer by 
the name of John Andrew Rice, who was summarily dismissed by the president of 
Rollins College after a tense curriculum debate. Though his name would eventual-
ly be cleared by the American Association of University Professors, Rice did what 
any scorned academic innovator would do–he founded his own college. Rice took 
with him several colleagues, who resigned in protest, and with minimum under-  
writing and no trustees (or endowment), this motley crew set off for the Blue 
Ridge Mountains in North Carolina, the site for their venture. 

Though Rice would make ample use of German and German-Jewish refugee 
scholars, the Black Mountaineers aspired to establish an educational institution 
that evaded the hierarchy and excessive focus on research embodied in the Ger-
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man model. Dewey, on whose educational ideals of “mutual consultation and vol-
untary agreement” the college was based, called the experiment “a living example 
of democracy in action.”32 In the realm of curriculum, German refugee painter 
and art educator Josef Albers–who joined immediately on arriving to the states, 
communicating in English with the help of his wife and artist Anni Albers–
helped Rice integrate democratic values into a new required drawing course (the 
only other required course was Rice’s own on Plato). Albers devised a version of 
his Bauhaus preliminary course that was designed to break the bad habits of over-
ly instructed students. Aspiring to “make open the eyes” of his students, Albers 
had the students make their own paintbrushes from chewed sticks and reconnect 
with the fundamentals of art as experience.33 

The college became the manifestation of opposition to mainstream American 
academia. With its bare-bones endowment and loose administrative structure, 
which was held entirely in the hands of the faculty and possessed the action of 
a Quaker meeting, their experiment emphasized intellectual and aesthetic free-
dom to an extent that was unparalleled in American academia. But, perhaps for 
the same reason, it also couldn’t last. In 1957, after a little more than a decade, the 
storied college closed, leaving only a mythical legacy that continues to this day.

If Black Mountain College represented a separation of the research-teaching 
hybrid that prioritized teaching, the Institute for Advanced Study (IAS), which 
education reformer Abraham Flexner announced in 1930 and opened in the spring 
of 1933, furthered that separation but with an eye toward research. Flexner’s vi-
sion originated in the early 1920s, alongside several proposals for research-centric  
institutions that would avoid the influence of both industry and universities. 
Working for the Rockefeller Foundation’s General Education Board, Flexner was 
dissatisfied with the direction that the American university had taken. He took 
aim at Chicago and Hopkins, which he argued had “yielded to the pressures of 
undergraduate education to an extent which stultified the graduate school,” and 
advocated for Hopkins to divest itself of its undergraduate college.34 Although his 
plan attracted the support of Hopkins president Frank J. Goodnow, not everyone 
at Hopkins looked upon it favorably and, short on money and faculty approval, 
Flexner’s plan collapsed. Flexner went on to criticize the American university as 
an “educational department store containing a kindergarten at one end and Nobel 
Prize winners . . . at the other.”35

In a joke too good to be true, a literal department-store heiress would be Flex-
ner’s savior. Caroline Bamberger Fuld and her brother Louis Bamberger had just 
sold their department store to Macy & Co. two weeks before the crash for some 
$25 million. Seeking to identify “the most beneficial use to which their fortunes 
could be put,” and inspired by their father’s interest in medicine, they sent their 
representatives to seek advice from Flexner. Flexner persuaded them that “prog-
ress might be greatly assisted by the outright creation of a school or institute of 
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higher learning, a university in the post-graduate sense of the word . . . a free soci-
ety of scholars.”36

Flexner was still drawn to the idea of research institutes, but the example of 
Germany suggested that he should proceed carefully. Although German educa-
tion entrepreneur Althoff had “made it a point to relate research institutes to uni-
versities,” Flexner knew that the development of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes 
had drained talent from the universities. Nonetheless, Flexner held onto the no-
tion that his institute would avoid this dilemma by being “neither a current uni-
versity, struggling with diverse tasks and many students, nor a research institute, 
devoted solely to the solution of problems. It may be pictured as a wedge inserted 
between the two.”37 

Today, the IAS continues to house exceptional research professors, albeit gen-
erally as a crowning achievement at the end of one’s career or for a short sab-
batical leave. As such, it is not a scalable model for reform. In this way, neither 
Black Mountain College nor IAS ultimately could undermine the system. Despite 
these innovations, the university that unites research and teaching persists, a de-
velopment that has consequences, largely for the undervalued side of the house: 
teaching.

Unearthing the origins of the modern university’s design, alongside paral-
lel criticisms of it, offers lessons for the university’s evolution. First, the 
historical perspective reveals why organizational choices are so challeng-

ing to assess. In the short term, Germany appears to have chosen well. The Kai-
ser Wilhelm Institutes certainly created conditions–with more funding, plenti-
ful staff, and no teaching–that enabled scientific productivity and an impact that 
cannot be overstated. Nearly all the Nobel Prizes given to Germans in chemistry, 
physics, and medicine between 1901 and 1944 would go to Kaiser Wilhelm Insti-
tutes’ affiliates, and, even more remarkably, their scientists won approximately 
one in seven of all Nobel Prizes in the sciences.38

Over time, however, decisions can appear to have different outcomes. The 
Germans’ most consequential long-term organizational choice was to relieve its 
scientists from teaching to pursue pure research. In 1910, the University of Berlin’s 
rector struggled to claim that the university still embodied the “unity of knowl-
edge,” much as universities today face the threat of such new sources of knowl-
edge as Google Research and other corporate research labs.39 Then and now, time, 
status, and salary differences threaten to make professors second-class citizens 
and demote their laboratories, leading to an exodus of research from the univer-
sity. Nevertheless, as current research has shown, the Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes 
did not dismantle the German university system, as the University of Berlin rec-
tor feared. Nor have they reduced German universities’ research output. One 
study has shown that countries with strong universities and no external research 
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institutes (even smaller ones like Belgium) fare better in terms of research pro-
ductivity.40 Another study has demonstrated that despite Germany’s dual-pillar 
system, the university nevertheless produced a disproportionate share of research 
in recent years.41 This storied marriage of research and teaching suggests an even 
greater institutional persistence: despite funding cuts and undervaluing of its re-
search capacity, hybrids that unite research and teaching have prevailed as pro-
ducers of research.

Over the last decade, challenges that began as external oppositions threatening 
to upend the research university have returned to join the incumbent universities 
in partnership. When “MOOC mania” was christened by The New York Times in 
2012, the hype suggested that the end of the university was nigh.42 Many commen-
tators assumed that MOOCs would behave like disruptive innovations, luring stu-
dents away from universities with low-cost online courses, but as I have written 
elsewhere with Matthew Rascoff, who leads Digital Education at Stanford, twelve 
years later, hundreds of institutions around the world, from Duke and the Univer-
sity of Michigan to top Latin American institutions, are using online learning to 
enhance learning opportunities for their own communities and aims.43 And Min-
erva University, an online elite university that many originally presented as dis-
ruptive, has given way to a softer position, partnering with the universities it once 
hoped to displace.44 None of the recent innovators who attempted to unbundle 
the university by excising teaching have fulfilled their revolutionary prophecies. 

There is perhaps no better indication of the institutional persistence of the 
research university than the fact that the Max Planck Institutes, the institution-
al heirs of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes, have now begun to create new gradu-
ate programs like CS@maxplanck, a doctoral program for computer science–in  
effect, rebundling research and teaching. The Arc Institute, a research organi-
zation founded in 2021 that cited the Max Planck Institutes as a model, declared 
that it would overcome the inefficiencies of the university but nonetheless part-
ner with Stanford University; the University of California, Berkeley; and the Uni-
versity of California, San Francisco. Meanwhile, latter-day Black Mountaineers 
including Duke Kunshan University, University College Freiburg, and Bard Col-
lege Berlin, which claim to recenter undergraduate teaching and de-emphasize re-
search, never theless recruit top-tier doctoral researcher faculty worldwide.

The process of integrating external challenges to the core institutional design of 
the university into incumbent institutions or hybrid ventures highlights its unique 
institutional evolution. The history suggests that compelling solutions to our cur-
rent problems will not result from a great unbundling. Rather, we can expect a lay-
ering process of hybrid solutions combining and recombining themselves anew to 
introduce novelty to a rigid system in which isomorphism is the norm.

Yet those who claim the research-teaching system is insufficient are not entire-
ly incorrect. In fact, the position of research and teaching at the root of the univer-
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sity is the source of many pressing problems facing higher education today. One 
late-nineteenth-century solution was to rely on graduate fellows more heavily for 
support. A critic at the time dubbed this a “sweating system,” and the precarious 
economics of simultaneously delivering high-quality teaching and research have 
only worsened.45 We should mitigate the consequences of maintaining the hybrid 
and work to address the resulting costs, inefficiencies, and labor injustices.

To support the research-teaching synthesis, some have relied on the defense 
that undergraduates learn by participating in research. There is rather another 
factor at work: organizations persist not because they are efficient, but because 
they support a myth that is necessary to maintain their legitimacy. The preceding 
narrative demonstrates that the university reconciles a deep American tension be-
tween populism and elitism. The “exceptional man” doesn’t sit easily with Amer-
ican democracy, yet Americans have consistently worried about the political, in-
tellectual, and international consequences of not cultivating their talents. In this 
way, the research-teaching synthesis reconciles the dual mission to support the 
best and the brightest with the duty of universal uplift. We might reject this rela-
tionship as a corrupt myth, complicit in existing power structures. Yet as long as 
those who run institutions aspire both to produce research and to teach, we can 
maintain the hope that the values of community and individualism can be recon-
ciled. In our era, intelligent education reformers like those in this volume are right 
to think not only about dismantling but how to make the union more than merely 
symbolic. 
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The International University  
in an Age of Deglobalization

Mariët Westermann

Over the past four decades, American universities and colleges have international-
ized so significantly that many are now global knowledge institutions. After a brief 
survey and categorization of different approaches to internationalization (from en-
hanced study abroad partnerships to full degree-granting campuses of U.S.-based 
institutions abroad), the essay presents a case study of NYU Abu Dhabi, which the 
author helped create as its first provost and later led as its vice chancellor. The anal-
ysis focuses on the rationale, challenges, and rewards for U.S. universities to engage 
seriously abroad, and argues that in the face of deglobalizing headwinds, universi-
ties need to strengthen, not attenuate, their efforts to promote research across bor-
ders and offer vigorous intercultural education.

Even in today’s “slowbalizing” moment, research and education cannot af-
ford to be merely local. In our connected world, local trouble spells glob-
al trouble and global pathologies cause local headaches, from pandemics 

and climate disasters to rampant inequality and contemporary warfare. There are 
no sound solutions without international solidarity and vigorous knowledge ex-
change. As governments seek to constrain cross-border flows of data, intellectual 
property, and people, it is incumbent on our universities to maintain collabora-
tion and dialogue among curious and talented people around the world. This tra-
ditional stance of universities has made them essential to knowledge production 
and tolerance for centuries.1

The seemingly ungovernable forces of our time present big problems for uni-
versities, but equally big opportunities to teach, research, and debate them. Seiz-
ing on their mission, universities can demonstrate new relevance and serve as bul-
warks of civil interactions across borders. 

Universities are among the most enduring institutions in history.2 Just four 
years ago, they weathered the challenges of COVID-19 with remarkable agility, re-
silience, and capacity for innovation to serve the world’s students and research 
needs. Now, they need to strengthen the research and teaching across borders that 
have been their modern hallmark, so that they may solve problems that affect all 
living things. In an age when divisive action and rhetoric offer quick dividends, 
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universities can also shine a bright light on the beauty of the earth and on the good 
things that humans can do if they put their best minds and fellow-feeling to work. 

In this essay, I briefly consider the rise of the global university since the 1980s. 
I then take a closer look at NYU Abu Dhabi, an institution I helped develop in its 
early days and have led as vice chancellor since 2019. These sections focus on the 
rationale, challenges, and rewards for U.S. universities to engage seriously abroad. 
Last, I indicate how, faced with deglobalizing headwinds, universities need to 
strengthen, not attenuate, the cosmopolitan character of their offerings. The re-
gionalization of the day need not be at odds with the horizon-expanding mission 
that is core to every university.

The specter of deglobalization is a challenge for ambitious universities. 
Over the past four decades, most American institutions of higher edu-
cation developed or intensified international programs as the Iron Cur-

tain was rent asunder, air travel became cheap, and the internet and social media 
brought the wonders and worries of the world into every laptop and smartphone. 
Students clamored to study abroad, and faculty demanded partnerships to grow 
their intellectual communities, but few universities made global extension truly 
central to their strategies. 

Approaches to internationalization ranged widely. Many universities estab-
lished research partnerships abroad, from individual labs to broader research 
centers.3 Several institutions built proprietary sites for study abroad, and colleges 
that scaled up their study abroad programs saw a rise in student applications, sat-
isfaction, fellowship competitions, and ratings.4

More ambitious colleges and universities set up degree-granting programs 
abroad. Bard College in upstate New York developed a dazzling array of study 
abroad opportunities, with a big appetite for experimentation. When it comes to 
international education, Bard is open to just about anything, even when fraught 
with risk. Its partnership with Saint Petersburg State University to create Smolny 
College (1994), a liberal arts college institution, ended unhappily in 2021, when the 
office of the Russian Prosecutor-General declared the institution “undesirable” as 
it “threatens the constitutional order and security of the Russian Federation.”5 

Several U.S. universities jumped at the chance to create degree programs at Ed-
ucation City, an umbrella campus for smaller campuses, located in Doha, Qatar, 
with considerable success. In Education City, students can earn degrees in art and 
design from Virginia Commonwealth University (it established its campus there 
in 1998), an MD from Weill Cornell Medicine (launched in 2001), several engineer-
ing degrees from Texas A&M (2003), bachelor’s degrees in business, biology, and 
computer science from Carnegie Mellon University (2004), a BSc in foreign service 
from the Georgetown School of Foreign Service (2005), and undergraduate de-
grees in journalism and communications from Northwestern University (2008).6 
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Most recently, in September 2023, the American University of Beirut (AUB) 
launched a highly unusual instantiation of the partial campus approach in Pafos, 
Cyprus. AUB Mediterraneo is offering several undergraduate and graduate de-
grees and is slated to grow to about three thousand students. It is the first instance 
of a flagship institution of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region to 
establish a degree-granting campus in Europe. While the university can now offer 
an attractive site beyond its beautiful home campus in a challenged city, it remains 
deeply committed to its mission in Lebanon going back more than one hundred 
fifty years. As the university’s president Fadlo Khuri put it, “Going global is the 
main objective.”7

A very few U.S. institutions have launched comprehensive degree-granting 
campuses abroad, and most of those emphasize liberal arts education with an in-
ternational character. Temple University in Tokyo has had remarkable staying 
power since 1982, and after a sustained planning period, Duke University in Kun-
shan has begun to graduate its first students.8 In 2011, Yale University and the Na-
tional University of Singapore launched Yale-NUS, a promising liberal arts col-
lege. To the surprise of the Yale-NUS community and observers of international 
education, NUS has decided to wind down the partnership by 2025.9

A degree-granting campus abroad is a more plausible venture for some uni-
versities than others. From a governance perspective, the parent university has to 
think of a campus abroad as one of its schools, the way universities have differ-
ent schools in their home states or countries (for example, many universities have 
schools of arts and sciences, business, law, and medicine). The scope of programs 
required, however, also forces the campus to operate like a version of the full uni-
versity abroad, with local constituencies and stakeholders and accreditation re-
quirements that will be quite different from those of the founding institution. 
Those novel conditions and constituencies may pose considerable challenges for 
the home campus and its sense of the university’s historical identity. Challenges 
of connection and integration can be pronounced in the early years when trustees 
and faculty may worry about the centrifugal force of a strong campus in an unfa-
miliar setting. Even if allayed, such concerns can resurface as the campus grows, 
encounters obstacles that are distracting for the home campus, or needs to gain a 
measure of autonomy. I believe these circumstances apply whether you launch a 
campus in Switzerland, Singapore, South Africa, or Saudi Arabia.

New York University, my own institution, was not an early mover in the ac-
celerated internationalization of higher education, but once it embraced the op-
portunities in the 2000s, it pursued several options. A broad international strat-
egy has galvanized NYU into an integrated global institution with a significant 
presence on all continents except Antarctica. It has had transformative effects on 
NYU’s campus in New York and its standing in the world. The most impactful de-
cision in the strategy was the establishment of two full campuses of NYU in Abu 
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Dhabi (in 2010), capital of the United Arab Emirates, and Shanghai (in 2012). In 
both cities, the university committed to confer NYU degrees and develop research 
of NYU quality. It is delivering on these commitments by applying NYU admis-
sions standards, having had NYU faculty lead initial recruitment, and complying 
with NYU’s policies, including the NYU Faculty Handbook.

To make a degree-granting venture abroad worth trying, there has to be some-
thing in it for the university’s key constituencies: students and their families, fac-
ulty and their research, alumni and their sense of their alma mater, and govern-
ing stakeholders who care about the university’s ranking, financial health, and 
resource opportunities. Older, private institutions with large per-student endow-
ments have little incentive to take entrepreneurial risks. 

Most public universities do not have this weight of tradition constraining them, 
and the appeal of new resources abroad proved irresistible for some. The challenge 
for public institutions is that their international partnerships often draw impatient 
or antagonistic oversight from state or federal legislatures. Even if public universi-
ties can proceed, they have little leeway to secure a reasonable runway for an exper-
iment to take hold.10

By these considerations, the kinds of institutions most likely to establish inter-
national campuses abroad are younger, private, and less well-endowed than tra-
ditional universities, and their stakeholders are often more open to experiments 
far from home. NYU is such an institution, and has built two full campuses. It was 
easier promised than done, but how it was done may be instructive for other uni-
versities that are grappling to maintain or redefine their global strategies today.

N
YU Abu Dhabi (NYUAD) is a joint initiative of New York University and 
the Emirate of Abu Dhabi. Rather than a branch campus or satellite 
school of NYU, NYUAD was designed to be a global institution in and of 

NYU and in and of Abu Dhabi. Its first steps were building a liberal arts college and 
capacious research institute, in the shared understanding that the campus would 
eventually establish graduate and professional programs to ensure NYUAD’s long-
term success. In September 2007, after quiet exploration involving dozens of NYU 
faculty, the university committed to opening the initial NYUAD campus in the fall 
of 2010.

John Sexton, president of NYU at the time, saw NYUAD as a logical step in the 
university’s internationalization. He had noticed that NYU students were express-
ing ever greater interest in studying abroad, and that NYU schools were eagerly 
launching international partnerships without much coordination. Under his leader- 
ship, the university put in place a more concerted strategy across its schools.

Several objectives motivated President Sexton’s global strategy. First, as an ed-
ucator at heart, he wanted to offer students seamless study abroad experiences 
regardless of their majors. Second, Sexton wagered that the pace of globalization 
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was making international exposure a vital new undergraduate requirement for 
employment and civic participation. Third, he intuited that a network of study 
abroad sites infused with New York’s own global energies could differentiate NYU 
in a crowded field of private universities without big endowments. From a univer-
sity in and of the city, NYU would become one in and of the world.

With these pragmatic arguments, Sexton could lead for what he believed: that 
it is the highest calling of twenty-first-century universities to transcend division 
by offering radically intercultural education–so radical that NYU would be the 
only university to have a global network of study-away sites in thirteen countries, 
including both Israel and an Arab country. 

For a successful international strategy, credible academic leadership matters. 
Yaw Nyarko, an economist who served as NYU’s vice provost for globalization, 
crisscrossed the MENA region scouting for opportunities and recognized that the 
UAE was determined to strengthen and diversify its higher-education system. 
Eventually, a trusted friend of the university with deep experience in the Gulf in-
troduced Sexton to Abu Dhabi leadership. Over many conversations, NYU and 
Abu Dhabi developed the joint aspiration to create a liberal arts and research in-
stitution for students from the UAE and around the world, with majors in the sci-
ences, social sciences, engineering (a must in the MENA region), the humanities, 
and the arts (a must for NYU). NYU committed to grant degrees and develop a cur-
riculum to NYU standards, but geared to the opportunities of a young, dynamic 
country at a crossroads between Africa, Asia, and Europe. Moving forward was a 
bold decision for both partners, and at NYU it came after extensive consultations 
with the university’s trustees, leadership team, and deans’ council.

NYU faculty posed legitimate questions as to whether a research campus in 
Abu Dhabi could be representative of NYU, but enough faculty members had wit-
nessed the positive effects of NYU’s global strategy on student success and faculty 
research opportunities to give the initiative a chance. During listening sessions 
I was frequently asked, “How can you be sure that we can do everything in Abu 
Dhabi that we can in New York?” My standard answer was: “If you are asking 
whether we will have academic freedom and NYU-style student life on our Abu 
Dhabi campus, the answer is yes. But should we not rather ask what it is we can do 
in Abu Dhabi that we can’t on Washington Square?” Flipping the lens was fruitful, 
as many faculty relished the opportunity to design fresh majors, interdisciplinary 
minors, and a new core curriculum focused on big ideas, interdisciplinary knowl-
edge, and field experience connected to the region. 

In 2008, we recruited Al Bloom, president of Swarthmore College and a pas-
sionate advocate for intercultural education, to serve as NYUAD’s vice chancellor. 
Bloom’s long-standing leadership for the liberal arts instantly evinced the ambi-
tion of NYU and Abu Dhabi not to compromise on quality, including academic 
freedom and vigorous campus life.
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Working together with the Institute of International Education, we designed a 
global student recruitment strategy and bolstered it with scholarships that meet 
student need. We agreed that tenure should be available at NYUAD, as it is vital to 
the quality of faculty hiring and academic freedom. At NYUAD, freedom of inqui-
ry and teaching is vouchsafed further by NYU’s responsibility for all academic de-
cisions, by the vice chancellor’s accountability to the president and chancellor of 
NYU, and by the faculty’s integration into NYU’s faculty governance. 

A true partnership between NYU and Abu Dhabi was critical to creating and 
opening NYUAD to students in less than three years. Prime land was provided for 
the campus, and NYU’s fast-growing digital resources made it possible to have an 
instant library of high caliber. Despite the financial crisis of 2008, NYUAD could 
keep building its faculty, staff, student body, and infrastructure. 

Finding great students was a wonderful challenge: talent is isomorphically dis-
tributed around the world, but the opportunity to develop it is not. We selected 
students on three criteria. First, students had to be academically outstanding and 
show scholarly promise, but we would evaluate them according to the education-
al environment that had been available to them. Second, students would have to 
demonstrate–not just profess–that they wanted to study and live with students 
who would be very different from them. And third, students had to show evidence 
of their drive to improve the world they had inherited. This last criterion can be 
daunting, so we made clear that the world is made up of many worlds, and that the 
aspiration to make it better could be enacted at any scale.

Today, NYUAD has 2,100 undergraduates from about 125 countries, speak-
ing some 100 languages. The gender ratio is 54 percent women, 46 percent men. 
Twenty-three percent are Emirati citizens. The student population has no major-
ity nationality, ethnicity, language, or faith. As the local student community has 
grown, the school has become both more cosmopolitan and more relevant to the 
region.  

From the beginning, NYUAD’s admission rate hovered around 4 to 5 percent; in 
2023, it was less than 3 percent. Although no school relishes measuring its quality 
by the number of applicants it cannot accept, NYUAD’s selectivity represents the 
extraordinary curiosity, creativity, empathy, work ethic, and intercultural commit-
ment of the students. I observe this reality daily, as I interact with them in forums, 
on walks around the city, and in my courses.11 

Since 2010, NYUAD has graduated ten classes and a total of about 2,400 stu-
dents. The simplest proxies for the success of its alumni are prestigious post-
graduate awards: eighteen Rhodes Scholars, thirteen Fulbrights, fourteen Eras-
mus Mundus, nine Yenching, seventeen Schwarzman, three Knight-Hennessy, 
and two Truman Scholars. The six-year graduation rate is 94 percent, and 96 per-
cent of NYUAD alumni land in excellent placements around the world within six 
months of graduating. About two-thirds of graduates go on to countries where 



42 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The International University in an Age of Deglobalization

they did not grow up. Around 65 percent find employment across all sectors (with 
strong results for arts and humanities majors), and more than half of those stay in 
the UAE. Twenty-five percent enroll in top graduate schools across the globe. An-
other 5 to 6 percent pursue entrepreneurial opportunities. These placement rates 
were maintained throughout the emergency stages of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Attracting faculty of NYU caliber to teach these highly motivated students was 
the greater challenge. Top faculty are always harder to find than students, and 
even NYU cannot convince all scholars to relocate to New York. To foster a lively 
intellectual community in Abu Dhabi and build the university’s early reputation, 
we developed a flexible, worldwide approach to faculty recruitment that would 
enable NYUAD to lay the groundwork for vigorous research.

The strategy assumed that a large number of courses would be taught initial-
ly by NYU faculty on assignment for half semesters, semesters, or a year or more. 
At the same time, NYU faculty would recruit and mentor the first faculty hired 
specifically for NYU Abu Dhabi. Some of these “standing faculty,” as we called 
the NYUAD hires, would spend an integration year in New York, particularly if  
they had few touch points with NYU or with liberal arts education. Over time, the 
percentage of courses offered by New York–based faculty decreased, but these 
colleagues continued to help animate the NYUAD campus through my time there. 
Flexible teaching models and a mission-driven campus garnered a level of support 
from NYU faculty that we could not have anticipated. 

Research opportunities have been critical to the development of an excellent 
standing and affiliated faculty. Nearly three hundred fifty NYUAD faculty and nu-
merous researchers conduct advanced inquiry in over eighty centers, labs, and 
groups, in a wide range of disciplines, often together with faculty from New York. 
To enhance intellectual life in the UAE and communicate our research, the NYUAD 
Institute, Arts Center, and Art Gallery produce lively conferences, symposia, and 
workshops for scholars and artists from around the world. These initiatives gal-
vanize public interest and community-based events that have opened the univer-
sity to a diverse community of citizens and expatriate residents.12

NYUAD has attracted faculty from outstanding institutions around the world. 
One reason they stay is the increasingly high standing of both NYU and NYUAD.  
Over the past two decades, NYU has grown stronger, moving up in the Times 
Higher Education World University rankings from 60th in 2011, to 30th in 2016, 
26th in 2021, and 24th in 2022.13 This success can be attributed in part to NYU’s 
energetic global strategy and its establishment of the campuses in Abu Dhabi and 
Shanghai. The internationalization and digital transformation of knowledge net-
works have made working in a well-resourced campus far from home a plausible 
and exciting option. 

For many scholars, disinvestment in American and European universities 
has made working in institutions like NYUAD or Duke Kunshan more attractive. 
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Faced with political division and shrinking research budgets, some no longer see 
America’s universities as an academic pinnacle. While liberal arts colleges began 
to struggle in the United States, governments in Europe, China, and MENA coun-
tries were investing in holistic education in depth and breadth, including the hu-
manities. Just as burgeoning Chinese universities have been benefiting from the 
return of scholars educated abroad, NYUAD has attracted top faculty of Arab and 
South Asian heritage who wish to be closer to family and cultures of origin.14

In addition to these incentives, NYUAD faculty members benefited from the 
enormous diversity, high motivation, and aspirational disposition of our campus 
community, which embraces the diversity of faculty and students to foster inter-
cultural consilience and strive for a better world. It sounds utopian, but these en-
ergies are evident to visiting scholars and accrediting panels. NYUAD faculty sim-
ply love teaching because their students work hard, contribute actively to tough 
discussions, and take on community-based projects. The core curriculum is glob-
al, propelled by dialogue and undergraduate research, and asks students to apply 
their learning to real-world issues in local and international organizations.15

As much as faculty love the undergraduate vibrancy of our campus, like all 
university scholars, they look forward to establishing doctoral programs that 
bring graduate students and accelerate their research, particularly in STEM fields. 
Launching such programs is more challenging than creating a world-class liberal 
arts college. In overseas campuses, a parent university may be worried about cre-
ating internal competition for PhD students, and faculty may question the aca-
demic quality of a new campus. NYUAD has put those early worries to rest by its 
research output and the graduates it has sent on to world class institutions. Now, 
more than one hundred Global NYU PhD Fellows in Sciences and Engineering do 
coursework at NYU in New York and then move to Abu Dhabi to conduct disser-
tation research in our labs. 

The success of the Global PhD Fellows program indicates the potential for 
homegrown graduate programs at NYUAD, but these take time to conceptualize, 
market-study, and launch. When establishing U.S. programs in emerging knowl-
edge economies, a balance must be struck between doctoral programs focused on 
preparing research scholars and professional master’s programs that support hu-
man capital development more broadly. To strengthen NYUAD’s contributions 
to the UAE, the campus plans to launch the kinds of professional programs that 
propelled NYU to national and international standing in the twentieth century. 
In January 2025, it will launch a joint MBA degree offered by NYU’s Stern School 
of Business and NYUAD, with two-thirds of the coursework in Abu Dhabi and the 
summer in New York.

Of course, a professional graduate program is not the same thing as a doctoral  
degree trajectory in arts and sciences. The tensions between a core university mis-
sion in arts and sciences and the need for professional education are familiar to 
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flagship universities across the United States and around the world. Most aca-
demic institutions are being called upon to do more for local or regional work-
force development and support of the professions that societies need now and in 
the near future. As research universities have urgent mandates to serve local prior-
ities and to support the international aspirations of outstanding faculty, they must 
find ways to balance curiosity-driven research and education with innovative and 
capacious professional education.

Most universities claim to have become global as well as local. NYUAD 
was designed to be both. In the UAE, NYUAD is a private university with 
a public mission, contributing to social and economic development for 

the country but rooted in the global urbanism of New York City. This hybrid con-
dition has forced us to counter the isolationist risks of deglobalization while serv-
ing as a local anchor. As most universities face this challenge, NYUAD’s experience 
may be instructive. Here are four takeaways from my time at the helm of NYUAD.

First, a global experience is available on any campus where students from dif-
ferent countries study together. Many “foreign” students in the United States are 
already in the host country before they enroll. Immigrant communities full of as-
piring students are almost everywhere, not only in North America. The genie of 
demographic diversity, attendant on postcolonial and more recent migrations, 
won’t go back into the bottle. Campus diversity becomes an educational resource 
when administrators encourage “domestic” faculty and students to bring ele-
ments of their cultural communities into classrooms, assignments, research proj-
ects, campus life, and service learning.

Second, if universities intentionally design courses and cocurricular expe-
riences to open up the global in the local, they will help students see their own 
worlds differently. To make sure that the university delivers on its local and global 
mission, NYUAD administers its global education and community-based learn-
ing programs in one office, led by a seasoned and creative associate provost. This 
simple administrative move ensures that every student has access to experiential 
global learning.

Third, no global strategy will work if professors don’t see the point of it. Fac-
ulty sometimes bristle at the idea that basic research should have local relevance. 
NYUAD scholars are fueled by curiosity and basic research, and their ability to pur-
sue questions wherever they lead is what makes them scholars of worldwide repute. 
Nevertheless, they are also motivated to solve urgent contemporary challenges, 
and want to equip their students to tackle them. Their research advances climate 
solutions, ethical artificial intelligence, space science, water security, public health, 
drug discovery, human development, economic fairness, regional heritage, and tol-
erance and coexistence. These global research areas often converge with the UAE’s 
goals for diversifying its economy and giving people opportunities to flourish.
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That realization prompts a final point. Even if many universities now find that 
their global agendas are also and already local, we must remind external stake-
holders that returns on investment in universities are rarely instantaneous. The 
greatest benefits of universities for their cities and countries come from the long-
term projects of educating citizens and residents, and of generating the kind of 
knowledge that has brought the world computers, GPS, and COVID-19 vaccines. 
To make this case, NYUAD opens its resources as fully as possible to the local com-
munity, with public lectures and symposia, art performances and exhibitions, cit-
izen science and climate action projects, and access to our library and labs, vibrant 
eateries and coffee shops, and splendid athletic facilities. 

All universities can align worldly research and education with local needs, 
and become institutions that anchor our societies. To stay true to their missions, 
our universities need to demonstrate that they are talent magnets, idea factories, 
transformation agents, and forces for good. We need to show, not tell, that we 
keep the shining knowledge society and the Fourth Industrial Revolution within 
reach, not to mention a livable planet at peace.
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Yale University and the National University of Singapore (NUS) agreed in 2011 
to open Yale-NUS College, an autonomous liberal arts college within NUS. As the 
College’s first president, I recount in this essay some of the successes and challenges 
of creating the College, which opened in 2013, and the decision of NUS in 2021 to 
end the partnership as of 2025. I analyze the College’s educational offerings, the po-
litical controversies surrounding its establishment and eventual closure, the finances 
of a small-scale, elite college within a large public university, and the broad social 
changes that contributed to the College’s fate. 

At the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, in January 2009, the 
president of the National University of Singapore (NUS) approached the 
president of Yale University with an intriguing proposition. Singapore 

was interested in founding a new college, along the lines of leading American lib-
eral arts colleges, to encourage innovative and interdisciplinary learning. Yale 
President Richard C. Levin had a strong interest in the rise of universities in Asia 
and, at Yale’s tercentennial in 2001, had committed the Ivy League university to a 
global future. NUS President Tan Chorh Chuan, a physician and educator noted 
as the mastermind of Singapore’s successful response to the 2003 SARS (Severe 
Acute Respiratory Syndrome) epidemic, had long fostered an interest in sponsor-
ing active, creative learning among Singaporean youth. This ambition coincided 
with the government of Singapore’s enthusiasm about making the island nation 
a hub of regional, or global, education. After two years of negotiations, the two 
universities signed an agreement to open Yale-NUS College (“Yale-NUS” or “the 
College”), an autonomous college within the National University of Singapore. 
On July 1, 2012, I became the College’s first president.

Yale-NUS opened in 2013 and thrived across most dimensions: an innova-
tive curriculum spanning Asian and Western content, a state-of-the-art campus 
designed as a community of learning with top students, dedicated faculty, and 
successful graduates. It was therefore a disappointment eight years later, in the 
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summer of 2021, when NUS announced that Yale’s name would be removed from 
the College, and that it would be merged with NUS’s University Scholars Program 
to become NUS College. NUS College has since admitted its first students and 
Yale-NUS remains open until June 2025, when most students admitted in 2021 will 
have graduated. It is timely, however, to undertake an analysis of the successes and 
challenges experienced during Yale-NUS College’s twelve years educating almost 
two thousand students from around the world and exploring the possibilities for a 
cross-cultural form of liberal education.

This essay focuses on the ambitions of both the National University of Singa-
pore and Yale University in launching the collaboration, the successful innova-
tions undertaken during the initial years of Yale-NUS, and some of the factors that 
contributed to its merger with NUS’s University Scholars Program. I will delve 
specifically into the educational offerings of Yale-NUS, the political controversies 
surrounding its founding and eventual closure, the finances of a small-scale, elite 
college within a large public university, and the broad social changes that contrib-
uted to the College’s fate. The closure of the College was overdetermined. Primary 
among its many causes was the rise of nationalism and populism since 2012. As a 
former president and current member of the Governing Board of Yale-NUS, and 
as dean of Yale College, I must respect a duty of confidentiality, so I refer in this es-
say only to matters of public record, but I hope that my analysis of this successful 
if short-lived experiment will be useful to educators and administrators who at-
tempt innovations in international education in the years to come.

The original idea for creating a liberal arts college in Singapore came in a 
2007 report from an international committee advising the Singaporean 
government on educational policy. It proposed that Singapore, which has 

traditionally had a very strong but rather specialized form of higher education 
developed out of the British Commonwealth tradition, should introduce liberal 
arts education loosely based on the U.S. model. It seems the committee originally 
envisioned a small, independent liberal arts college similar to Amherst, Swarth-
more, or Pomona, but Yale-NUS resulted from a joint venture between two lead-
ing universities. (The NUS’s discussions in 2008 with the Claremont Colleges did 
not come to fruition.) The Singaporean Ministry of Education decided to house 
the College within the National University of Singapore, its flagship university. 
NUS itself had evolved during the twentieth century from the 1949 merger of the 
Edward VII Medical School with Raffles College, the first undergraduate institu-
tion in the arts and sciences in Singapore, which had opened in 1928 with forty- 
three students. Some of my older colleagues in Singapore thought of Yale-NUS 
College as a rebirth of the intimate form of education enjoyed in the early days of 
NUS, which had subsequently grown to almost forty thousand students, not much 
smaller than the University of Michigan.
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Liberal arts education differs from specialized forms of education in several 
ways. The most obvious difference is that it has broader academic requirements. 
Students spend at least some time studying material from the humanities, social 
sciences, mathematics, and natural sciences, rather than focusing exclusively on a 
single major subject. In general, students choose their majors only after a year or 
two of such broad education. The subjects taught in liberal arts colleges are not 
seen primarily as preparation for a specific career, although this has changed over 
time as vocational pressures have increased. Typically, though, the focus remains 
on the traditional arts and sciences rather than business, law, medicine, or engi-
neering. In the American tradition, liberal arts education also emphasizes active 
learning, often in small seminars under the guidance of a professor, where stu-
dents discuss and debate the subjects they are studying, rather than listen passive-
ly to lectures in large amphitheaters. Finally, since colonial times in the United 
States, there has been a long tradition of residential education at liberal arts col-
leges, and at larger universities drawing on this norm. That is, students spend most 
of their undergraduate years living on or near campus, usually far from their fam-
ilies, where they learn from their peers not only in class but in the sports, clubs, 
societies, musical groups, and student publications that create a lively civil society 
in parallel with the official curriculum taught by the professors. 

Many affluent Singaporeans have sent their children abroad to study in Amer- 
ican liberal arts colleges and universities. Other students have earned scholarships 
to such institutions. Some stay abroad after graduating. Singapore has tradition-
ally sought ways to retain many of its brightest students rather than lose them to 
the international job market. The establishment of a liberal arts college promised 
to enhance innovation, offer local students an attractive option at a relatively low 
cost, retain talent, and perhaps shake up the traditional pedagogical approaches 
of Singapore’s existing universities. Subsequently, in 2021, NUS would open the 
College of Humanities and Sciences, a larger-scale effort involving joint offerings 
from the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences and the Faculty of Science. Elements 
of this design drew on the Yale-NUS experience.

What did Yale see in this venture? Yale has long been a leader in undergrad-
uate education, and the 1828 Yale Reports provided an influential defense of lib-
eral arts education in particular.1 President Levin had made the internationaliza-
tion of Yale a hallmark of his presidency, and Yale has an especially long history 
in Asia. In Changsha, Hunan Province, China, a leading medical school and high 
school remain as testaments to Yale’s experiments with international education 
in the early part of the twentieth century. A prospectus from President Levin 
and Provost Peter Salovey made the case for the venture to the Yale community 
in September 2010. The founding of Yale-NUS College gave Yale the opportunity 
to experiment with new modes of liberal education, appropriate to the twenty- 
first century, that extended the university’s international reputation by reaching 
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students who could not be served in New Haven, Connecticut, and influencing the 
development of higher education in Asia. The Singaporean government provided 
generous funding, all of which was invested directly in the establishment of the 
College. Over one hundred Yale faculty participated in the planning and imple-
mentation of the curriculum, and in the hiring of the dedicated Yale-NUS faculty 
who would hold tenure-track positions at NUS. 

Although I was not involved in the initial planning for Yale-NUS, in the 
September 2010 prospectus, I was introduced as the potential chair of the 
committee that would recruit the new humanities faculty for the College. 

During the following eighteen months, I became increasingly involved in thinking 
through the implementation of the plans, and in speaking on behalf of the project 
when controversies arose. In May 2012, I was introduced as the College’s found-
ing president. Those of us most involved in the implementation of NUS president 
Tan Chorh Chuan’s and Yale president Levin’s vision included Yale vice president 
Linda Lorimer, NUS vice president Lily Kong (now president of Singapore Man-
agement University), Yale astronomer Charles Bailyn (who became the College’s 
founding dean of faculty), NUS physicist Lai Choy Heng (who became the first 
provost of Yale-NUS), NUS historian Tan Tai Yong (who later became the College’s 
second president), and Doris Sohmen-Pao, an experienced educational adminis-
trator who was recruited to serve as the College’s executive vice president for ad-
ministration. There was a strong sense of excitement among those who commit-
ted themselves to this well-resourced and ambitious educational start-up.2 

The innovations introduced by Yale-NUS spanned its curriculum, cocurricu-
lar offerings, faculty organization, and residential student life. The initial plans for 
the curriculum, outlined by a joint faculty committee in 2009, revolved around a 
core program in which first-year students took six shared courses on great books 
from both Asia and the West. Although partly inspired by Yale’s optional Direct-
ed Studies program, this core curriculum would be required of all students in the 
College. In this regard, it resembled the core curricula at Columbia University and 
the University of Chicago more than it did the broader distributional system for 
general education pursued by most students at Yale College. While courses in sci-
ence and social issues were envisioned as part of the initial committee’s report, 
the plans for the curriculum eventually widened across a few dimensions. Later 
faculty groups added required courses on social institutions, quantitative reason-
ing, and scientific inquiry, resulting in a common curriculum of about ten cours-
es.3 While the initial common curriculum continued to heavily emphasize the 
classical works of European and Asian civilizations, over time, the faculty added 
more attention to modern works, contemporary social thought, and cultures other 
than China, India, Greece, and Rome. As the spokesperson for Yale-NUS, I encap-
sulated our ambition in the question: “What must a young person learn in order to 
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lead a responsible life in this century?” If I were asked to develop a common curric-
ulum today, I would give greater weight to data science and economics. Nonethe-
less, the experience of reading challenging books together, and collectively solving 
formidable problems in science or statistics, succeeded admirably. Students devel-
oped a shared vocabulary (including a set of inside jokes) and a love of learning 
that I think would have been hard to inspire with a less unified curriculum. The 
faculty hired to design and teach the curriculum came from top liberal arts colleges 
and research institutions worldwide, often moved their families to Singapore, and 
built not only the educational program but also the distinctive campus culture.

Central to this education was the fact that it took place in a shared residen-
tial setting on a beautiful campus designed by former Yale School of Architecture 
dean César Pelli and his team at Pelli Clarke & Partners, along with Forum Archi-
tects of Singapore. Liberal education thrives in a residential environment, and I 
worked with the faculty, staff, and students to articulate the vision of the College 
as “A community of learning, / Founded by two great universities, / In Asia, for the 
world.” A committee chaired by Yale political scientist Bryan Garsten and NUS lit-
erature professor Rajeev Patke outlined the ambitions of the curriculum.4 During 
the planning year (2012–2013), several young Singaporean men who had complet-
ed their compulsory military service and planned to enroll joined the team. Fac-
ulty, staff, and future students worked together in a temporary location (“Resi-
dential College 4”) to build a culture and prepare for the arrival of our first stu-
dents. The strong sense of community engagement throughout Yale-NUS helped 
the College attract outstanding students and faculty. The inaugural class of about 
one hundred sixty students came from across the globe with outstanding academ-
ic credentials and pioneering spirits. Generous financial aid from NUS, coupled 
with Yale’s recruiting network, allowed us to admit not only students from the 
region but also from all continents except Antarctica. A colleague visiting from 
New Haven during the first year after the College formally opened (academic year 
2013–2014) borrowed an expression from sociologist Émile Durkheim and com-
mented on the “collective effervescence” of the place. People felt that they were 
engaged in a great endeavor, and even the crises weathered during the start-up 
phase tended to strengthen our community and its devotion to creating a distinct 
educational model that we hoped would inspire others in Asia and beyond.

Among the innovations of the early years was an experiential education pro-
gram called Week Seven, in which all first-year students participated in off- 
campus study trips led by faculty members. These ranged as far afield as England, 
Greece, and Japan, but most took place in Southeast Asia. The intensive study of a 
topic on site inspired students and attracted attention from potential applicants. 
Some of the themes included disaster relief in Indonesia, biodiversity in Singa-
pore, global finance in Hong Kong, and World War II memorials in locations such 
as Auschwitz. A later proposal for a Week Seven project on political protest caused 
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considerable disquiet in 2019, but the experiential nature of the projects took stu-
dents and faculty beyond the potential bookishness of the intense curriculum. In 
its later years, particularly under the current leadership of President Joanne Rob-
erts, the College strengthened faculty mentorship, developed an innovative resi-
dential education program, enhanced the curriculum, and became a leader in re-
thinking approaches to sexual misconduct on Singaporean campuses. 

The faculty attracted to such an experimental college were themselves a re-
markable group of established scholars and recent graduates of top PhD pro-
grams. Often coming from leading research universities or American liberal arts 
colleges, these colleagues sought a unified academic life that combined research, 
intensive work with undergraduates in the classroom, and college service. The 
College innovated in its administrative approach by organizing faculty accord-
ing to their academic division (science, social sciences, humanities) rather than 
their department. We recruited faculty in large collaborative workshops rath-
er than through the traditional campus visit that typically focuses on a job talk. 
Faculty were eligible for tenure-track positions in the National University of 
Singapore, and eventually about two-thirds of the initial assistant professors who 
stayed with the College earned tenure. 

There were, however, several challenges concerning faculty development. The 
demands of starting a new college often impeded assistant and associate pro-
fessors’ progress on their own research. Yale faculty involved in the tenure pro-
cess, including myself, tended to look for a good balance of teaching excellence 
with high-quality research (though not necessarily a high quantity of research). 
Those senior faculty who came from independent American liberal arts colleges 
often thought that the College over-emphasized research accomplishment. The 
National University of Singapore valued its high standing in research, and Yale-
NUS faculty were employed by NUS, not Yale. Over time, working closely with 
the leadership of NUS, the College came to define rigorous tenure standards. Giv-
en the fact that both parent universities were research intensive, the research ex-
pectations were high and ran the risk of interfering with the junior faculty’s dedi- 
cation to teaching. This was particularly true in the sciences, where the Yale-NUS 
teaching load was heavy, and research funding was low, compared to the parent 
institutions. Faculty who stayed at Yale-NUS tended to have an unusual degree of 
commitment to the College’s mission, but morale problems persisted due to high 
standards for tenure. For some, the tension between teaching and research spoke 
to the College’s identity crisis.

During the decade in which I presented the outcomes of the Yale-NUS effort 
to public audiences, and to trustees at Yale and the National University of Sing- 
apore, our results continually exceeded expectations. Applications for admission  
massively outnumbered spots in each entering class, and students frequently turned 
down leading colleges and universities to enroll at Yale-NUS. The College was one 
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of the ten to twenty most selective undergraduate institutions in the English- 
speaking world. Faculty continued to come from top PhD programs and depart-
ments. Those who left often advanced to jobs at premiere universities such as 
Princeton or Oxford. The curriculum and residential life received excellent reviews 
from students and parents. Graduates went on to jobs with leading multinational 
companies in Singapore and abroad, to posts in the Singaporean civil service, and 
to prestigious graduate schools. Three won Rhodes Scholarships to Oxford. Inter-
est in the College’s program brought visiting administrators and government of-
ficials to campus not only from Asia and the United States but also from Europe, 
Africa, and Latin America. The founding of the Alliance of Asian Liberal Arts Uni-
versities in 2017, with Yale-NUS prominently featured at its opening conference, 
seemed to confirm that liberal education was on the rise in Asia.5

Yet the project was not without controversy in Singapore or New Haven. 
Stateside, while initial faculty planning committees at Yale embraced the 
vision with enthusiasm, some Yale faculty looked upon Singapore with 

skepticism. The city-state had the institutions of a parliamentary democracy, but 
only the People’s Action Party had held power since independence, sometimes us-
ing heavy-handed tactics toward opposition leaders to maintain it. Advocates for 
press freedom have criticized the government’s censorship power and tight hold 
on traditional news media. And although news coverage critiquing the govern-
ment has become more widespread in the internet era, the prosecution of the On-
line Citizen, a blogging platform known for its political commentary and activ-
ism, shows that independent media still plays a precarious role in Singapore. Anti- 
sodomy laws have also been a flashpoint. For decades, LGBTQ+ activists opposed 
Section 377a of the penal code, which criminalized sex between men, before it was 
repealed in 2023.6 

Shortly after the agreement to establish Yale-NUS was finalized in 2012, noted 
Yale political scientist Seyla Benhabib criticized the “naïve missionary sentiment” 
behind the Yale administration’s proposal to spread liberal education abroad.7 
Faculty at Yale endorsed a resolution that read, “We urge Yale-NUS to respect, 
protect and further principles of nondiscrimination for all, including sexual mi-
norities and migrant workers; and to uphold civil liberty and political freedom 
on campus and in the broader society.”8 Eventually, Human Rights Watch and the 
American Association of University Professors criticized the venture.9 Unfortu-
nately, these circumstances led to the College being judged as a political project, 
by critics in Singapore and abroad, when our main goals were educational. The 
fate of academic institutions is often determined by external political conditions, 
regardless of institutional attempts to remain distant from partisan politics.

In my experience, Yale-NUS upheld principles of nondiscrimination and aca-
demic freedom, as well as on-campus liberties. More complicated is the question 
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of political freedom in the broader society. On the one hand, I did not consider 
the role of a university administrator visiting from another country to include di-
rect involvement in political matters. On the other hand, vigorous debate on cam-
pus gave young people an opportunity to envision social change. The first class of 
students matriculated in 2013 and quickly established the first LGBTQ+ student 
organization in Singapore. There were also more diverse affiliations among stu-
dents than one typically finds on an American campus: some were government 
scholars, others formed a Christian fellowship, and many went on to work in the 
private sector. Nonetheless, the students and alumni of Yale-NUS College have 
often received attention for their politically progressive views. For example, left- 
leaning activists in Singapore had a mixed view of Yale-NUS, sometimes praising 
the wide-ranging debates held on its campus, other times viewing the College as 
too close to the government, its main funder.

This kind of international attention to government policies–notably concern-
ing press freedom, freedom of assembly, academic freedom, and the regulation 
of sexual behavior–was veritably uncomfortable for Singaporean university ad-
ministrators, civil servants, and government leaders. To the Singaporean govern-
ment’s credit, during my five years at the helm of Yale-NUS, and in the seven years 
since, the government upheld its promises to honor academic freedom and strong 
nondiscrimination policies on campus. As a result, students and faculty were per-
mitted to work closely with organizations supporting migrant workers; the Col-
lege’s decision to offer gender-neutral housing for students received widespread 
media coverage; opposition politicians and cabinet members were frequent guest 
speakers on campus; and students on campus had access to books and films that 
were restricted elsewhere in Singapore, prior to the government clarifying its pol-
icies so that these books and films became available (in principle) at all Singa-
porean institutions of higher learning. Although there was frequent debate over 
whether the College was living up to its promises, consensus on campus and in 
the broader community was that academic and other types of freedom thrived at 
Yale-NUS, which was sometimes described as a bubble within Singaporean soci-
ety. In 2019, when the College’s administration, with faculty support, canceled a 
proposed Week Seven program on public protest, the incident brought attention 
to the extent that Yale-NUS felt compelled to observe the “out-of-bounds mark-
ers” of acceptable political behavior in the city-state.10 

The “liberal” in “liberal education” is not identical with liberal politics. De-
spite this distinction, both meanings of the word relate to freedom, and one goal 
of a liberal education is to educate people for a life of freedom. Other goals may be 
captured under different names like “holistic,” “whole-person,” or “collegiate” 
education; “interdisciplinarity”; or simply “delayed specialization.” Likewise, 
the “liberal arts” traditionally encompass both the arts and sciences, but only rel-
ative insiders are aware of this historical grouping. For most potential applicants 
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and their parents, “liberal arts” seems to imply the humanities or the fine arts. 
In translating the complex formation called a “liberal arts education” to a Singa-
porean context, I sought–with the support of a very engaged governing board, 
colleagues in administration, faculty, and students–to identify the key features 
of such an education for this century. Some have asked whether this effort was 
doomed to fail within a political system very different from that of the United 
States. Even so, liberal education predates modern democracy, and during the 
past decade, we have seen many limitations of the American brand of represen-
tative government. I believe that a liberal education can thrive in various political 
contexts if key features are preserved. With respect to politics, the preconditions 
for a liberal education are the freedom to debate matters openly on campus, the 
freedom of faculty to conduct research without outside interference, and the free-
dom of students to associate in groups of mutual interest. I endorsed a resolution 
of the newly recruited Yale-NUS faculty in late 2012 that stated, “We are firmly 
committed to the free expression of ideas in all forms–a central tenet of liberal 
arts education. There are no questions that cannot be asked, no answers that can-
not be discussed and debated. This principle is a cornerstone of our institution.”11 
In my view, Yale-NUS College has remained committed to this principle through-
out its existence. 

In the summer of 2021, the National University of Singapore informed Yale of its 
intention to end the partnership and merge Yale-NUS College with its Univer-
sity Scholars Program. This decision came as a surprise and disappointment 

to Yale leadership, since the goals of the partnership were being met. It came in the 
second year of the COVID-19 pandemic, during a period when travel between New 
Haven and Singapore was necessarily restricted, although it is likely that the deci-
sion was made before COVID-19 hit. Following the announcement, former provost 
and current president Peter Salovey expressed disappointment on behalf of the 
leadership at Yale University. While the initial agreement signed in 2012 outlined 
a funding model for the first twenty years of the College’s operation, Yale and NUS 
had the option of dissolving the partnership at various points, one of which was 
2025. To NUS’s credit, it informed Yale of the decision four years before the dead-
line, allowing for an orderly closure of Yale-NUS College. Nevertheless, Yale was 
eager to continue the partnership, and Yale leaders spent the summer of 2021 seek-
ing a way to maintain the affiliation. In press coverage of the August 2021 merg-
er announcement, including commentary in the higher-education press, three 
broad explanations were put forward for Singapore’s overdetermined decision to 
end the Yale-NUS partnership: financial, geopolitical, and academic (or academic- 
political). All three considerations led to the forthcoming merger.

The financial elements of the decision, though prominent at the time, seem the 
least relevant to me in hindsight. It is true that Yale-NUS had not yet achieved its 
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ambitious fundraising targets nine years after its founding, but its financial situa-
tion was relatively strong. In particular, the fundraising challenges raised broader 
questions about the partnership, seeing as both Singaporean and Yale donors may 
have been hesitant to invest in a college they feared lacked stability. By contrast, 
fundraising for a new unit in New Haven (the Yale Jackson School of Global Af-
fairs) was completed ahead of schedule in under five years, due substantially to 
the generous support of lead donors John and Susan Jackson. Simply put, it was 
harder to raise money for Yale-NUS. However, the endowment at the time of the 
announcement was adequate to provide at least 20 percent of operating costs.

More broadly, Yale-NUS spending was within budget every year. Yet after Pres-
ident Tan Chorh Chuan stepped down in 2017, new leadership at the National Uni-
versity of Singapore undoubtedly viewed Yale-NUS as needlessly expensive. Inter-
national programs like Week Seven, though operated on a shoestring budget, drew 
negative attention from some commentators who viewed them as luxuries. The in-
tensive liberal arts model with a student-to-faculty ratio of about eight to one was 
more costly to operate than that of other units at NUS, even though it was a bargain 
compared to leading liberal arts colleges in the United States. The per capita cost of 
educating a student at Yale-NUS was approximately US$80,000, with over half of 
this cost covered by Singapore’s Ministry of Education.12 The merger with the 
University Scholars Program will offer some economies of scale. Still, so long as 
student-to-faculty ratios remain low, the successor institution (NUS College) may 
not be much cheaper to operate. From a business perspective, NUS may feel that it 
has gained useful insights from its partnership with Yale, but breaking the partner-
ship destroyed some brand equity that might have been preserved with a less abrupt 
transition. Nevertheless, NUS College will inherit as much as it wants of the curricu-
lum, some of the faculty, and all the physical property of Yale-NUS.

From the initiation of the collegiate project in 2009 to the merger decision 
in 2021, the political situation in Singapore became less favorable to Yale-NUS 
College and to international collaboration in general. Although certain areas 
of personal freedom have expanded (notably with the repeal of Section 377a in 
2023), Singapore has not been immune to the forces of populism and national-
ism that have affected most parts of the world, including the United States. The 
governing People’s Action Party must face the electorate at least every five years, 
and in the elections of 2011, 2015, and 2020, the party showed itself to be highly 
sensitive to complaints about benefits reaped by foreigners, and to concerns of 
middle-class Singaporeans about the accessibility of higher education. Singapore 
has traditionally had one of the most open economies in the world and has bene-
fited from the presence of multinational corporations and global finance. Regard-
less, many Singaporeans resent the high salaries of expatriates and the related 
high price of living in the city-state. Over time, in keeping with broader efforts 
to limit the number of work permits issued to foreigners, the government has 



58 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Rise & Restructuring of Yale-NUS College

also largely abandoned its rhetoric about becoming a “global education hub.”13 
While some international partnerships continue to thrive, such as the Duke-NUS 
Graduate Medical School, others have been quietly dissolved, including those 
with the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Johns Hopkins University, and 
Imperial College London.14 The Yale-NUS case received more attention because it 
involved changing the name of an institution. The United States is currently ex-
periencing its own populist revolt against many universities, which may come at a 
cost to the country in the long term.

In addition, a college that proudly announced its selectivity was always at risk 
of “tall poppy syndrome,” an occurrence that often leads to intense scrutiny of 
success. Singapore has an elevated level of participation in postsecondary educa-
tion. Despite its tolerance for government authority and its relatively high levels of 
economic inequality, Singaporean society maintains a deeply egalitarian streak and 
a strong commitment to meritocracy. Although admission to Yale-NUS followed 
meritocratic principles, and the College has always offered generous financial aid, 
government officials understandably worry that the presence of a highly selective 
and educationally elite campus, with many international students, may trouble the 
median Singaporean voter whose child may not qualify for even state-supported 
universities. For instance, about 42 percent of college-age Singaporeans qualified 
for admission to the six state-supported universities in 2021, a cohort participation 
rate that the government has been working to increase. NUS College may cost as 
much to operate as Yale-NUS College, but its sticker price for tuition will be low-
er, it will admit more Singaporean students, and it will admit a lower proportion of 
international students than Yale-NUS did. These political factors surely swayed the 
decision-makers. As an outsider, I cannot say at which level the decision to end the 
partnership was taken, but in Singapore, it is clear that such decisions are not imple-
mented without the approval of the prime minister’s cabinet.

Finally, it is said that “all politics is local,” and academic politics are known 
for both their parochialism and their ferocity.15 From the beginning, Yale-NUS 
inspired a degree of hostility in other parts of the National University of Singapore 
that saw the investments in liberal arts education as coming at the expense of their 
own priorities. Ideally, a new academic unit will strengthen the entire university by 
attracting talent and encouraging innovation. Elements of the Yale-NUS approach 
were incorporated into the new College of Humanities and Sciences at NUS and 
the curriculum (on which I consulted) for the future NUS College. But unfortu-
nately, the broad innovative curriculum is unlikely to survive in its current form. 
Perhaps future educators or historians of education will see our efforts to create a 
curriculum spanning the West and Asia as a valuable contribution to intercultural 
understanding. 

The fundamental model, however, has shifted considerably. Whereas Yale-
NUS billed itself as “the first liberal arts college in Singapore,” NUS College de-
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scribes itself as “the honors college of the National University of Singapore.” 
Yale-NUS created a relatively self-contained educational experience, in which 
students pursued their majors within the College while having the opportunity to 
take some courses at NUS and Yale. The intensity of that style of experience con-
tributed to the College’s success. Many of my colleagues on the Yale-NUS faculty 
viewed NUS with some doubt, but I always thought that the College could bene-
fit from its involvement with “two great universities,” in the words of our vision 
statement. During my presidency, I tried to guide the College toward being some-
thing like what former Harvard Dean Henry Rosovsky describes as a “university 
college,” one like Harvard or Yale College, in which students benefit from partici-
pating in the life of a great university while learning from professors who are lead-
ers in their fields.16 The current NUS leadership has another, perfectly reasonable 
ambition for NUS College: it seeks to take the top NUS students and give them 
an intensive residential experience, with some shared curriculum, before having 
them complete their majors in the schools of the university. In such an arrange-
ment, eminent faculty teach advanced courses across the university but are less 
involved in NUS College’s introductory curriculum. This is indeed the model of an 
honors college at a major state university, akin to the LSA Honors Program in the 
College of Literature, Science, and the Arts at the University of Michigan. Such 
an approach allows students access to a wide array of specializations, though it 
slightly dilutes a comprehensive collegiate experience.

To what extent did Yale University and the National University of Singapore 
achieve their goals in this partnership? In any institution, multiple goals are 
pursued by multiple constituents. Yale achieved the goal of developing an in-

novative form of international liberal education, and educated many promising stu-
dents and prospective university administrators in the process. The investment in 
Asia was greeted with enthusiasm across the continent and signaled Yale’s continu-
ing global ambitions. The political situation, coupled with the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, has somewhat dented the university’s international strategy, but the founding 
of the Yale Jackson School of Global Affairs signals Yale’s enduring commitment 
to a global future. Like MIT or Johns Hopkins, perhaps Yale could have pursued a 
partnership without putting its name on the College. On the one hand, that would 
have made less of a splash at the beginning and end of the partnership. On the oth-
er hand, the ongoing success of the Duke-NUS Graduate Medical School suggests 
that another outcome was possible in different circumstances, and it seems worth-
while for leading universities to continue taking calculated risks in pursuit of their 
missions. Otherwise, one risks falling victim to the complacency of the incumbent. 
In the meantime, the National University of Singapore has succeeded in introduc-
ing a form of delayed specialization and other benefits of a liberal education while 
deciding to cease an explicit commitment to liberal arts education. 
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No doubt some people will conclude that we were naive to undertake this ven-
ture or will find that it was essentially neocolonial. I feel otherwise. Yale-NUS was 
a true collaboration jointly led by deeply committed Singaporean, American, and 
other international educators. The College not only educated remarkable cohorts 
for over a decade, but it also demonstrated the potential of liberal education out-
side the United States, encouraged international understanding and cooperation, 
and showed the value of a thoughtful approach to educational innovation. From 
an institutional point of view, it was a risk worth taking. It is easy for leading uni-
versities to rest on their laurels, but better to try and make an impact. In the words 
of the College’s mission statement, we sought to educate “citizens of the world” at 
a time when such cosmopolitan ideals were under attack. The legacy of Yale-NUS 
College remains inspiring. A true community of learning, it provided a new model 
of liberal education in Asia and for the world.
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Founded in 2008 through a partnership between Northwestern University and  
Qatar Foundation for Education, Science and Community Development (QF), 
Northwestern University in Qatar (NU-Q) educates creative, ethical, and impact-
ful communicators, and contributes both to Northwestern’s excellence and the rise 
of Qatar as a knowledge-based society. NU-Q’s vision is multidisciplinary, multi-
modal, multilingual, and focused on the Global South as an intellectual and cre-
ative space for research and teaching. NU-Q positions itself as an “embedded in-
stitution” in which U.S. higher education overlaps with regional and “Southern” 
circuits of academic exchange that catalyze critical debates on enduring and emerg-
ing issues, and enables a relationship between the university and the world that is 
globally competitive and locally resonant. NU-Q is a distinctive university dedicated 
to that vision.

Founded through a partnership between Northwestern University and  
Qatar Foundation for Education, Science and Community Development 
(QF), Northwestern University in Qatar (NU-Q) opened its doors in 2008 to 

an inaugural class of thirty-eight students from fourteen nations, including thirty 
women and fourteen Qataris. One of three Northwestern campuses and an ac-
tive member of QF’s Education City in Doha, alongside Carnegie Mellon Univer-
sity, Cornell University, Georgetown University, Hamad Bin Khalifa University, 
Texas A&M University, and Virginia Commonwealth University, NU-Q educates 
students to become creative, ethical, and impactful communicators. We offer a 
world-class professional education nourished by the liberal arts, and contribute to 
Northwestern’s excellence and to the rise of Qatar as a knowledge-based society.

Excellence, collaboration, community, and sustainability are key values. A fac-
ulty of 43 and a staff of 107 collaborate in a state-of-the-art building to offer under- 
graduate degrees in journalism and in communication, and minors in media and 
politics, Middle East studies, strategic communication, Africana studies, and film 
and design. Even with increasingly selective admissions, our yearly enrollment 
has grown to 473 in 2023. Since 2008, NU-Q has graduated five hundred students, 
now leaders in media and public affairs. In the last five years, our faculty has pro-
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duced fifty major scholarly or creative-media pieces. In 2022, as we graduated our 
tenth class, one student received a Rhodes Scholarship, and another was a Rhodes 
finalist and the winner of a McCall MacBain Award, a flagship graduate scholar-
ship at McGill University. In 2023, for the first time, one of NU-Q’s students was 
selected as a Schwarzman Scholar, with a scholarship to complete a Masters of 
Global Affairs at Tsinghua University in Beijing. Professors have been awarded 
grants from the Carnegie Corporation of New York, the National Endowment for 
the Humanities, and the Qatar National Research Fund.

NU-Q is an embedded institution–nested within multiple contexts: U.S. high-
er education, QF’s Education City, and the Arab region. Doha is a cosmopolitan 
city, where expatriates vastly outnumber nationals, and NU-Q has grown similar-
ly, with students and employees from over sixty countries. While English is our 
official language, numerous languages are spoken on campus, and many of our 
students are multilingual.

According to the American Council on Education (ACE), which publishes an 
annual report, Mapping Internationalization on U.S. Campuses, a leading goal of in-
ternationalization in 2022 was “diversifying students, faculty, and staff” at 64 per-
cent (second to “improving student preparedness for a global era,” at 70 percent).1 
Diversification increased in importance from below 50 percent in 2011 to above 60 
percent in 2021, culminating at 64 percent in 2022. 

NU-Q’s awe-inspiring national, racial, ethnic, social class, religious, linguistic, 
and gender diversity exemplifies ACE’s goals. Our vision blends U.S. diversity, eq-
uity, and inclusion norms and practices with the global diversity of our communi-
ty. Qatar’s intergroup relations differ from those in the United States: Qataris are 
a demographic minority. There is a large and white-collar expatriate community, 
global in composition, but with a significant North American and European con-
tingent. Manual laborers hail mostly from South Asian countries like Bangladesh 
and India, and security guards mostly from African countries like Kenya and the 
Sudan.

A key leadership task is to harmonize our contextual specificities, our global 
community, and Northwestern’s norms, policies, and procedures. Some of our 
tasks include the application of U.S. diversity standards and practices to a work-
force whose international composition and ethnic, racial, and linguistic diversity 
differ from customary U.S. frameworks, as well as broader sociocultural issues.2 
For example, a lot of work goes into reconciling Northwestern’s nondiscrimina-
tion policies while adhering to Qatari laws that ban public expression of LGBTQ+ 
identities and recognize only two genders, male and female. 

Our institutional enmeshments, faculty expertise, community demograph-
ics, geographic location, and sociocultural context enable us to make a distinc-
tive contribution to Northwestern’s global engagement along with the Roberta 
Buffet Institute for Global Affairs. As we renewed our vision in 2020 to focus on 
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the Global South, we doubled down on Northwestern’s norms and standards of 
excellence. In our vision, the Global South is not a specific geographical territo-
ry (what we used to call “developing nations” or “third world countries”) but an 
intellectual space that integrates local, national, and regional ways of knowing 
for the development of global knowledge production in dialogue and debate with 
the Western humanities and social science canon. Our inclusive emphasis on the 
Global South complements Northwestern’s global work. Generous internal fund-
ing mechanisms support faculty projects on a wide range of subjects.

Our renewed mission integrates our faculty of humanists, social scientists, 
practicing journalists, digital creators, and filmmakers into “a community of 
evidence-based storytellers” committed to excellence in scholarly and creative 
craft, focused on the Global South. Faculty-student collaborations are multidisci-
plinary, multilingual, and multimodal, using words, images, sounds, and emerg-
ing digital tools in the rigorous conduct and compelling conveyance of research, 
hence “evidence-based storytelling.”3 With this, we contribute to a richer and 
more pluralistic landscape of knowledge production and dissemination. We build 
research and teaching capacity in and about the Global South. We include Arab, 
African, and Asian topics and scholars. And we explore schools of thought that are 
important but lesser known, in tandem with canonical approaches.

In 2021, we launched the Institute for Advanced Study in the Global South to 
catalyze faculty-student collaborations, foment teaching-research symbioses, in-
tegrate humanistic inquiry with professional curricula, and spearhead active in-
tellectual and professional engagement with the Global South. The Institute’s 
centerpiece is a fellowship that provides highly qualified undergraduates with in-
tensive mentorship to complete a major scholarly or creative project.

Another core initiative at the Institute is the Arab Information and Media 
Studies (AIMS) project, which aims to build the field of media, communication, 
and information research in the Arab region and integrate Arabophone, Franco-
phone, and Anglophone scholarly networks through multilingual conferences 
and publications. This project is supported by the Carnegie Corporation of New 
York and will be implemented in partnership with the Arab Social Science Re-
search Council. 

We also launched a three-pronged initiative on artificial intelligence, which 
includes a research lab where faculty members, postdoctoral scholars, and stu-
dents collaborate on cutting-edge scholarship, a minor in media and artificial in-
telligence, and an institution-wide series of workshops to sustain a sophisticated 
community-wide conversation about, and the selective adoption of, artificial in-
telligence at NU-Q.

A key strategic challenge for Northwestern University in Qatar is the cyclical 
time horizon of our institution, which operates on renewable ten-year contracts, 
an imperfect timeframe for long-term strategic planning, recruitment, and main-
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taining excellence. Since the institution does not offer tenure, some faculty mem-
bers feel a sense of precarity due to the lack of career-long job security that they 
can expect at a major research university in the United States. To bolster stability, 
we have established contracts that are reliable and consistent, and implemented 
a coherent, transparent, and equitable recruitment, reappointment, and promo-
tion process–all deeply rooted in the tenets of faculty governance–in addition to 
strategic research support. 

The initial expectations for NU-Q have evolved from a major focus on teaching 
and a relatively minor focus on research to a combined emphasis on teaching glob-
al communication leaders while producing original knowledge and media content 
about the world, particularly the Global South. Today, although it maintains its 
institutional autonomy, NU-Q is more deeply enmeshed with other U.S. universi-
ties in Qatar, offering joint minors, experiencing increased cross-registration with 
other campuses, and contributing to more collaborations between universities. As 
it evolved from a start-up to a mature institution, NU-Q has become more closely 
aligned with Northwestern’s norms and standards while making distinctive con-
tributions to education and research, reflected chiefly in coursework and original 
scholarship focused on the Global South.

One possible unintended consequence of U.S. international campuses is the 
impoverishment of regional academic life. NU-Q and its peers (New York Univer-
sity Abu Dhabi, American University in Beirut, American University in Cairo) have 
older connections with U.S. universities than with institutions in the Arab region.4 
Besides, with their prestige, their highly competitive compensations, and their in-
tegration with North American networks, they attract the best and brightest facul-
ty at the risk of an intellectual desertification of local institutions. Within the Arab 
world, as the political and economic center of gravity shifts to Gulf states like Qa-
tar, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia, erstwhile higher-education lead-
ers like Egypt, Iraq, and Lebanon, in the throes of protracted all-encompassing 
crises, suffer an accelerated brain drain toward the Gulf that is reshaping regional 
higher education.

Anthropologist Marshall Sahlins famously argued that the nail in the coffin of 
the Hawaiian Kingdom was not British control per se, but rather the severing of 
relationships between the individual islands of the archipelago in favor of direct 
individual connections with the British. Universities within a geocultural and lin-
guistic region, much like islands in an archipelago, form an ecosystem in which in-
dividual entities are interdependent and mutually enriching. Consider one exam-
ple: in the Arab region, one important asset that is at risk with the international-
ization of higher education is the Arabic language, which requires a fertile milieu 
of scholarly exchange to thrive and continue developing scientific and humanistic 
vocabularies that keep up with technological change. This can be done only in an 
atmosphere of exchange and mutual growth with other languages, where Arabic 
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is a vital, but not exclusive medium of teaching, scholarship, and exchange. The 
same general rule should apply to English, which at U.S. international campuses 
in the region leaves very little oxygen for other languages to thrive. Hence the tri-
lingual AIMS project combines Arabic, French, and English.5

Circuits of academic exchange across and within various countries in the 
Global South are crucial to preserving universities in a region like the Arab world 
as a rare and relatively autonomous space of critical reflection, as well as local and 
transnational knowledge development, especially in the humanities and social sci-
ences. These circuits enable a relationship between the university and the world 
that is globally competitive and locally resonant. Grounded in Northwestern val-
ues and practices, NU-Q is a distinctive global university dedicated to that vision.
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Establishing a Research-Focused 
Liberal Arts College in China: 

Duke Kunshan University

Haiyan Gao & Yijun Gu

Duke Kunshan University (DKU), a new liberal arts and science university in 
China, with Duke University and Wuhan University as academic partners, is an 
experiment in twenty-first-century characteristics and global challenges. DKU’s un-
dergraduate degree program features an innovative, integrated, and interdisciplin-
ary curriculum focused on cross-disciplinary challenges and research experiences. 
Its interdisciplinary research centers and graduate programs help attract interna-
tional faculty and students, while its residential setting promotes diverse, rich, and 
meaningful interactions beyond the classroom. The shared vision for DKU among 
students, parents, faculty, staff, partner universities, and other stakeholders helps 
ensure the university’s success. And the phenomenal achievements of the first cohort 
of graduates from the inaugural class of 2022 is evidence that the DKU experiment 
is working, despite many challenges.

Located thirty-seven miles west of Shanghai, Duke Kunshan University 
(DKU) was established through a partnership between Duke University in 
the United States and Wuhan University in China. A nonprofit, joint ven-

ture university, DKU was accredited by China’s Ministry of Education in Septem-
ber 2013. In August 2014, it welcomed its inaugural class of graduate students and 
students for a nondegree undergraduate Global Learning Semester program. Fol-
lowing these developments, DKU started designing a new liberal arts curriculum 
and launched a four-year undergraduate degree program in August 2018. The goal 
of this program was to renew and strengthen the liberal arts and sciences tradition, 
characterized by a profound integrative and innovative curriculum in response to 
the opportunities and challenges of the globalized twenty-first century.

This century has witnessed increasingly complex problems across the bound-
aries of traditional disciplines and emerging fields. And the process of globaliza-
tion has rendered all students in need of global consciousness and competencies. 
These rapidly changing dynamics–whether in the social and political realms, or 
in the fields of science, the environment, and health–recall the new opportuni-
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ties for liberal arts education that emphasize empathy, transferable intellectual 
ability, and demonstrated capacity to apply knowledge and skills in real-world 
settings. A bold adventure, DKU provides a new type of liberal arts education in 
China: that of a liberal arts campus embodied in an interdisciplinary research 
university. 

In the United States, while liberal arts colleges support the tradition of en-
gaging students in research, research is not a primary focus for these colleges. 
Building a liberal arts university that is also a research university is itself a new 
experiment, so the success of DKU may provide valuable experiences and lessons 
for well-established liberal arts colleges.

Although the DKU model is rooted in the cultivation of humanism (a core 
value of liberal arts education), it significantly emphasizes the unity of 
multiple disciplines, knowledge creation, and applied learning, consider-

ing the fundamental changes occurring in both contemporary and future society. 
To fulfill these principles, the undergraduate program features an integrated, inter- 
disciplinary, and research-oriented curriculum, with a strong focus on promot-
ing global consciousness, cross-cultural understanding, and pioneering research 
in service to society. 

The mission of DKU not only integrates education and research, it also breaks the 
boundaries of these specialties by fostering collaboration across their course units. 
The education pedagogy emphasizes the importance of educational breadth, free 
inquiry, and deep engagement. For example, college divisions collaborate with re-
search centers to serve as integrated education hubs. The curriculum is also charac-
terized by an interdisciplinary framework built upon divisional foundation cours-
es, advanced work in disciplinary and interdisciplinary fields, fieldwork-based 
features, and a Signature Work Project that effectively connects coursework with 
practices, internships, and other experiential activities that further strengthen the 
creation and integration of knowledge, practice, and individual interest.

This model provides a broad range of multidisciplinary learning and cognitive 
approaches, with a focus on specific areas that reflect the contemporary challeng-
es human beings face. Integration is the key feature in the entire academic design, 
considering profound changes in disciplines that have taken place in the past few 
decades. For example, in the division of the natural sciences, biology and life sci-
ences have become increasingly quantified, traditional boundaries between disci-
plines have become more blurred, and new interdisciplinary fields have emerged, 
such as data science, biophysics, and biomathematics. Traditional courses, there-
fore, cannot properly meet modern demands. For these reasons, DKU relies on in-
terdisciplinary learning, problem-solving approaches, and the research strength 
of Duke, Wuhan, and itself to meet emerging demands. Under this philosophy, 
the undergraduate college is organized into three divisions: natural and applied 
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sciences, social sciences, and humanities and arts. These divisions have no depart- 
ments, focusing instead on integrating two strands of learning: disciplinary and 
interdisciplinary studies. Faculty members from the three divisions work on a 
significant proportion of courses that bring together cognate disciplinary knowl-
edge, and form teams to deliver the courses collectively. Thus, key features of 
DKU’s undergraduate program are flexibility and interdisciplinarity. DKU courses 
have unique, innovative characteristics that emphasize shared knowledge and ex-
perience, integrated and in-depth learning, and flexible course combinations that 
offer students sufficient choices for learning and experience.

Duke Kunshan University experimented with a pioneering Global Learn-
ing Semester (GLS) program before the full launch of its undergraduate 
degree program. To begin, GLS brought together undergraduate students 

from more than twenty partner universities in China and foreign universities like 
Duke and Shiv Nadar University in India in a semester-long liberal arts program 
at DKU. This program offered courses taught by faculty from Duke, DKU, Wuhan, 
and other distinguished institutions, innovated in various areas that were later ad-
opted by the undergraduate degree program. Research hubs at DKU proactively 
provided interdisciplinary research opportunities to GLS students as well. While 
experimenting with GLS, DKU was designing its undergraduate education in par-
allel, not simply to mimic traditional practices but rather to emphasize the seven 
“animating principles” expressed in its curriculum and overall goals: rooted glo-
balism, purposeful life, collaborative problem solving, independence and creativ-
ity, research and practice, lucid communication, and wise leadership.1 These prin-
ciples are embedded in the undergraduate degree program through the following 
innovative features.

First, a semester is divided into two intensive seven-week sessions, with some 
courses flexibly adapted to fourteen weeks in length. The seven-week model al-
lows focused and immersed studies, though students can move quickly to other 
topics. This structure also facilitates better research and teaching partnerships 
with visiting faculty. Second, DKU made a big leap in designing a twenty-first- 
century liberal arts curriculum that pushes the boundaries of integration and in-
terdisciplinarity. The curriculum is composed of common core courses, divisional 
foundation courses, and interdisciplinary and disciplinary courses. The common 
core course series, focusing on big questions and critical challenges, helps stu- 
dents develop shared knowledge and experience, so they are prepared to engage, 
debate, and grow. Student engagement in the series draws from and integrates hu-
manistic and scientific knowledge in three common core courses: China in the 
World (year one), Global Challenges in Science, Technology and Health (year 
two), and Ethics, Citizenship and the Examined Life (year three). China in the 
World focuses on historical and contemporary exchanges between China and oth-
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er regions and countries. The course invites students to think about the commer-
cial, intellectual, and scientific engagement of China in the world, and the world 
in China, from an interdisciplinary perspective. Student feedback has been excel-
lent, noting eye-opening experiences and refreshing exchanges of views via the 
broad perspectives and distinct cultural backgrounds offered. Global Challenges 
in Science, Technology and Health not only animates DKU’s mission to prepare 
students to work collaboratively and wisely to confront global challenges with 
imagination, empathy, and rigor, it also helps students develop common sense 
and critical thinking in the arenas of science and technology. And finally, Ethics, 
Citizenship and the Examined Life balances traditional and contemporary anal-
yses of moral self-cultivation with examinations of personal obligations that ex-
tend beyond the self: that is, to communities, religions, political parties, nations, 
and humanity.

The divisional foundation courses serve as an integrated base for interdisci-
plinary studies. For example, Integrated Science Series, a divisional foundation 
course in the natural sciences, adopts team-design and team-teaching of phys-
ics, chemistry, and biology. This approach helps students broaden their hori-
zons, grasp cutting-edge questions about and methodologies of science disci-
plines, and understand the close relationship among these domains. Following 
their common exposure to integrated sciences, students choose a major that has 
both disciplinary and interdisciplinary components. Integration of disciplines 
also runs through the curriculum design for the social sciences, as well as the 
humanities and arts. Thus, the overall design considers and promotes both in-
tersection and integration between the natural sciences, social sciences, and the 
humanities and arts. In this curriculum framework, students and teachers form 
horizontal and vertical learning communities for knowledge interaction. Inter- 
disciplinary horizontal communities span multiple disciplines and address each 
topic from different subject areas, perspectives, and approaches. Disciplinary ver-
tical communities align with traditional disciplines and provide in-depth study 
and exposure in discipline-specific methods. Students can adapt their study ap-
proaches to participate in both communities at different stages.

Additionally, signature work and experiential education serve as key compo-
nents of capstone projects for DKU students. Signature Work projects differ from 
traditional thesis projects in many ways and emphasize crafting a three-year jour-
ney that fosters students’ holistic development. One feature of these projects is 
students’ involvement to choose their own research beginning sophomore year 
and continuing to graduation. Throughout this period, advisors and faculty mem-
bers support students as they develop pathways that include thematically linked 
courses, along with cocurricular and experiential activities. These pathways al-
low students to create substantial scholarly or creative products of importance to 
themselves and society. Their structural designs also shape students’ curriculum, 
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leading to tailored methods of learning that are student-centered and, thus, driv-
en by their needs and interests.

DKU’s undertaking is not without challenges, however. The first challenge 
comes from acquiring approval to offer such an innovative curriculum. To launch 
its undergraduate program in the 2018–2019 academic year, DKU needed to get the 
first set of academic majors approved by China’s Ministry of Education (MOE) in 
the spring of 2017. Applications for the MOE’s approval for an academic subject 
already on the list of majors takes about eight to nine months. For new majors, 
it typically takes more than a year. Although all DKU majors are new in terms of 
cross-disciplinary combinations, the approval process for new majors was not ap-
plicable here. We faced an interesting dilemma in finding a way to conform our 
innovative, interdisciplinary majors to the traditional disciplinary majors accept-
ed by the MOE. This tested the collective ingenuity and teamwork of faculty and 
staff at DKU, Duke, and Wuhan Universities, who creatively matched new majors 
to those already on the MOE’s list so they could be approved with their innovative 
designs intact. Our painstaking effort paid off when the initial round of all eight 
majors was approved by the MOE in the spring of 2017. In the summers of 2017 and 
2018, we applied for additional majors using the same strategy.2

Another challenge concerns certain MOE requirements for courses with stu-
dents from Greater China (that is, Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Tai-
wan). China in the World, a hugely successful common core course that we dis-
cussed before, does not fully meet the MOE requirement that calls for additional 
courses to cover Chinese history, law, society, and culture. This presented several  
challenges in course design and implementation. After brainstorm and work-
shop sessions between DKU and Wuhan, a team of Wuhan faculty from multiple 
schools did an outstanding job in designing two courses focused on Chinese histo-
ry, society, and culture that debuted in 2019 to excellent student feedback. While 
this was a challenging situation for DKU, it was not unique to the institution as 
other joint venture universities in China must meet the same requirement.

One last challenge rises from implementing a new curriculum. Take, for exam-
ple, the integrated science foundational course series. Developing and implement-
ing an integrated science curriculum has always been challenging, so the faculty  
committee, who designed the courses, studied the examples of Princeton Univer-
sity and Virginia Tech. In the Princeton case, when it came to students’ science and 
math backgrounds, such courses were offered to a small fraction of students, while 
at Virginia Tech, the courses were offered to a much larger and somewhat homog-
enous student population. DKU’s integrated science curriculum was more like the 
Princeton version in its design. However, the goal was to offer these divisional foun-
dational courses to all DKU students who were interested in science. The series, 
which originally consisted of four courses, went through iterations by an expand-
ed team of DKU, Duke, and Wuhan faculty during on-the-ground implementation 
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in the 2018–2019 academic year. Two things we learned quickly during implemen-
tation, which required further adjustments and adaptation, were that the student 
population at DKU was diverse and that students came from high schools in over 
thirty countries. Therefore, they had varied backgrounds in high school math and 
science. Another complication was the unique seven-week module that made prac-
tical implementation of such an integrated science course series extremely challeng-
ing for faculty, and especially for students, as there are only so many laboratory ex-
periments one can reasonably schedule in seven weeks. This can leave students un-
intentionally shortchanged when it comes to the hands-on experience they need to 
comprehend theoretical concepts. Thus, the changes made to the integrated science 
curriculum during the 2018–2019 academic year shifted the original four-course se-
quence into a hybrid form of two integrated science courses of biology, chemistry, 
and physics, with three additional courses tailored toward each of these subjects, 
respectively. This revised curriculum was implemented immediately and worked 
well. Students still had adequate exposure to the integrated biology, chemistry, and 
physics experience, while simultaneously having their interest in a particular scien-
tific discipline better met by this hybrid form.

As a small, newly established liberal arts and research university, DKU’s un-
dergraduate curriculum does not aim to cover all areas of study. Instead, 
it focuses on selective disciplinary and interdisciplinary concentrations 

that students combine to declare their majors. The flexibility students have in 
combining concentrations reflects the breadth of contemporary research and the 
depths of their scholarly interests.

The concentrations split into two strands: one with an emphasis on disciplinary 
focus and another emphasizing interdisciplinary approaches. Disciplinary and in-
terdisciplinary concentrations can also merge to form a student’s major, and there 
are more than forty combinations that can fulfill a degree. Environmental science, 
global health, applied math and computational science, behavioral science, and 
media and arts are a few examples of interdisciplinary approaches. Furthermore, 
students can combine concentrations–for instance, environmental science with 
chemistry, biology, or public policy–to continue different paths that expand or 
deepen their chosen program. Meanwhile, the boundaries between academic di-
visions are also blurred, so that fields like computation and design mix with social 
policy and digital media. These concentrations closely correlate with the graduate 
programs and research strength of DKU, Duke, and Wuhan. Undergraduate stu-
dents benefit from the opportunity to vertically integrate their learning with grad-
uate students and researchers through fully supported and guided collaborative 
learning in graduate courses, and involvement in research centers.

As a new type of liberal arts and research university, one important aspect of 
DKU is its early design and creation of interdisciplinary research centers and grad-
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uate degree programs prior to the launch of the four-year undergraduate program. 
The first research center established at DKU was the Global Health Research Center 
in 2013, which was in full alignment with Duke and Wuhan Universities’ research 
strength in this area. The research center focuses on noncommunicable diseases, 
environmental health, health policies and systems, and emerging infectious dis- 
eases. The university also launched the Global Health Master’s program in 2014.

The Environmental Research Center was the second research hub established 
at DKU, amid the environmental problems that represent another major challenge 
facing the world. The center is synergistic with the Global Health Research Cen-
ter, the International Master of Environmental Policy (iMEP, a graduate degree 
program offered by Duke University at DKU), and with Duke University’s Nicho-
las School of the Environment, which boasts one of the most highly rated gradu-
ate programs in environmental policy and management in the United States.

A few important principles have also been adopted in designing and establish-
ing research centers at DKU: first is addressing pressing global issues, which require 
interdisciplinary approaches and which have more acute challenges in China;  
second is building upon the research strength of partner universities, while grow-
ing DKU’s strength in emerging areas together with these partners; and third is 
developing DKU’s research impact as a small liberal arts and research university 
through synergies across all research areas, and vertical integration with graduate 
and undergraduate degree programs.

Two additional, major research centers established at DKU are the Institute of 
Applied Physical Sciences and Engineering (iAPSE) and the Zu Chongzhi Center 
for Mathematics and Computational Sciences (ZCCMCS), with data science being a 
prominent part of both research centers since data and computational science, and 
the synergy between these sciences, are among the innovative strengths DKU is de-
veloping, as well as further expansion into synergies with the social sciences and 
the humanities. At DKU, collaborations on data science between iAPSE, ZCCMCS, 
and other university centers–such as the Global Health Research Center, the Envi-
ronmental Research Center, the Center for the Study of Contemporary China, and 
the Humanities Research Center–are also robust, with a considerable portion of 
undergraduate students either working or having worked on projects around this 
cluster.

These research centers, together with DKU graduate programs, provide im-
portant synergies and vertical integration with the undergraduate degree pro-
gram. The extent to which undergraduate students participate in graduate class-
es, and their collaborative engagement of independent research, highlights the 
bold innovation of this program. For instance, ZCCMCS organizes workshops 
and networking opportunities for students that support academic endeavors like 
Signature Work Projects; while students from undergraduate, postgraduate, and 
research programs form close collaborations; and ZCCMCS faculty supervise stu-
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dent research projects alongside faculty from the division of natural and applied 
sciences. A typical project for a student could focus on theoretical neuroscience 
with guidance from faculty in applied mathematics and biology. In addition to 
the innovative aspects of this undergraduate program, grants offered by research 
centers and the college–which facilitate student-student and student-faculty re-
search collaborations–flourish under unified administration at DKU that pro-
motes undergraduate research and entrepreneurship practices.

Despite such progress, there are many challenges associated with building 
research capabilities and support systems at DKU. On the faculty level, the respon- 
sibilities of liberal arts education can conflict with the faculty’s research goals, 
agendas, and general scholarship, as well as the work they do to compete for grants 
in China that fund research pursuits. On the university level, without support for 
and promotion of research at DKU, faculty recruitment would be even more chal-
lenging. There has also always been more interest at Duke University in innova-
tions of liberal arts education and certain areas of research such as China studies, 
global health, and environmental studies. On the municipal level, while the city of 
Kunshan has supported DKU generously, there remains an understandable pref-
erence for subject areas like applied science and engineering that promise quick 
returns on investment. Research collaborations between Duke and DKU faculty 
are also becoming more difficult because of the increasing tensions in relations 
between the United States and China, such as the clash of ideologies, competition 
between the nations, and risks in many science and technology areas. And while 
Wuhan University has been a loyal partner in the DKU enterprise, it has kept a low 
profile in its overall engagement in academics and research. As a result of such dif-
ficulties on many levels, a major challenge for DKU in the next decade will be sus-
taining and enhancing its research capabilities after some initial success.

The successful implementation of DKU’s innovative yet challenging cur-
riculum is aided substantially by its small and close-knit campus design. 
Though the university was designed to support a small body of diverse 

students, it goes beyond that to create an even more closely connected and sup-
portive community of students, staff, and faculty members. At DKU, most stu-
dents and some faculty members live in accommodations on campus or nearby 
off campus. In particular, visiting faculty from Duke and Wuhan, who make up 
about one-third of teachers, live in the same residence quarters as students. This 
compact campus design nurtures DKU’s culture of equal and rich interactions be-
tween all members of the community.

Several factors contributed to its formation. One was an innovative curriculum 
that attracts adventurous students with clear expectations, tentative prospects for 
their life goals, and a readiness to take on challenges. To quote Peter Ballentine, a 
graduate of the inaugural class of 2022, he found a “kinship with other students 
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who were [similarly] curious and adventurous.”3 Ballentine was one of many 
well-rounded and high-performance students constituting DKU’s international 
and diverse student body, wherein approximately 35 percent of international stu-
dents were admitted from over ninety countries worldwide.

Another factor of the institution’s specific campus design was to empower 
certain developmental processes for undergraduate students, such as their per-
sonal and cultural maturation, and unification of selfhood and identity.4 An ideal 
liberal arts college should enable students’ growth in these areas as they become 
members of broader society. This is why students from different backgrounds are 
encouraged and supported to live together in residential housing at DKU, where 
they also participate in various social, academic, and cultural activities that bring 
them together. This form of community plays a vital role in preparing students to 
responsibly promote a globalized vision, inclusive dialogue, international com-
petitiveness, and thorough understanding of both their own societies and those 
beyond. It also helps students become active and engaged citizens in local, nation-
al, and international affairs.

All these features not only help promote the personal and academic growth of 
DKU students but, more important, they support students’ wellness and sense of 
belonging. DKU’s positive response to the COVID-19 pandemic was a testimony 
to their commitment to student safety. The campus provided a safe place for com-
munity life during quarantines, with hybrid classes set up immediately after the 
pandemic’s outbreak to ensure no interruption of instruction and other activities.

Regardless of these benefits, there are still challenges with attracting interna-
tional faculty and staff to live on or near DKU’s campus. While the surrounding 
city of Kunshan boasts the highest GDP among all county-level cities for more than 
twenty years in China, many prefer to live in the nearby cities of Suzhou and Shang-
hai for cultural reasons or for their own children’s education. We hope more faculty 
and staff will live on campus following completion of the Phase 2 campus construc-
tion, when more housing becomes available.

To design high-quality educational offerings is one thing, to draw and con-
vince prospective students and their parents is another. Although mar-
ket studies were conducted prior to launching the undergraduate de-

gree program, which highlighted certain attributes of prospective DKU students, 
there were gaps and uncertainties between reality, findings from surveys, and 
insights from focus group discussions. While its partner universities, Duke and 
Wuhan, are well known, DKU is a new university with a unique curriculum. One 
could even say DKU is a thoughtfully designed, novel experiment with many in-
novations. However, as with any experiment, it can fail. Eighteen-year-old stu-
dents can be fearless, but how does one convince their parents to risk their child’s 
college education, some of the most informative years of their lives? For a long 
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time, the Chinese university system addressed this uncertainty by following the 
Soviet Union–style of highly specialized and job-focused education models.5 Al-
though the weakness of such models has been clear to many, being able to find a 
job after getting a college degree remains important to many parents. What has 
helped DKU succeed, then, in attracting new students and parents, is its consistent 
and powerful messaging on the value of liberal arts education and its globally con-
scious design–one that is mindful of the twenty-first century’s global economy 
and the attending challenges facing humanity.

This messaging is communicated through open-house events that let high 
school students and their parents experience the DKU model; many visits by DKU 
faculty, university leaders, and staff to high schools in Chinese provinces prior to 
the start of new student recruitment; similar visits to schools in the United States 
to engage prospective students; and social media campaigns that serve as DKU’s 
main channel for recruitment from outside of China and the United States. These 
outreach efforts combined with other selling points–such as the high-quality 
curriculum that took years of collective effort to design, as well as the clear, con-
sistent, and persistent message on the value of such high-quality educational 
goods, and the deployment of all available communication tools and resources to 
connect with students and their parents–have helped the university succeed in 
attracting future graduates.

I n the summer of 2022, Duke Kunshan awarded its inaugural undergraduate 
class with a graduation ceremony that celebrated the university’s fulfilment of 
its education goal. Eighty-two percent of the graduating class continued their 

studies at graduate schools, the majority of whom (70 percent) were admitted by 
world-leading institutions such as Harvard University, Yale University, the Massa- 
chusetts Institute of Technology, Oxford University, and Cambridge University. 
Four graduates were awarded prestigious Rhodes, Schwarzman, and Yenching 
Academy scholarships. The remaining 18 percent of graduates pursued work in 
industries and public sectors worldwide.

Thus, the success of undergraduate research and entrepreneurship at DKU has 
been demonstrated by the enormous accomplishments seen in its inaugural class 
that highlight the benefits of facilitating support for students’ early involvement 
in research and practical projects. For example, one student was part of a research 
team in chemistry for two years, published two papers as the lead author, present-
ed at the American Physical Society’s research conference in 2021, and secured a 
full scholarship for a PhD program in physical and engineering biology at Yale.6 
A considerable number of additional undergraduate students have had work pub-
lished, or scheduled to be published, in peer-reviewed journals such as the pres-
tigious Physical Review Letters, while others charted transformational journeys 
through the university’s multidisciplinary curriculum.7
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Moreover, the undergraduate program achieved a relatively balanced declara-
tion of majors across natural and applied science, social science, and the humanities 
and arts. Considering the pressure facing liberal arts education worldwide through 
reallocating funds from the arts and humanities to focus solely on STEM fields, the 
DKU model is telling in its resistance. For the 2022 class, 52 percent of students de-
clared majors in natural science, with 29 percent in basic sciences and 23 percent 
in data science. A comparable 48 percent of students studied in social science (34 
percent) and the humanities and arts (14 percent) combined. The proportion also 
remains at a stable scale for the class of 2024, with 48 percent in natural and applied 
science, 37 percent in social science, and 15 percent in the humanities and arts. 

The DKU partnership of Duke, Wuhan, and the municipal government of 
Kunshan City is a strong and interesting one. The original model of DKU, 
based on Duke’s Fuqua School of Business, was completely changed once 

the broader Duke faculty became interested and engaged. This newer vision resona- 
ted and was more aligned with Duke’s bold and ambitious global strategy, as well 
as its roots in liberal arts education and interdisciplinary research. Duke faculty in 
various schools became interested in the DKU experiment and its interdisciplinary 
approaches to solving urgent issues in energy, health, and the environment. Having 
a foot on the ground in China also helped position Duke faculty and students at the 
frontiers of these challenges in the world’s second-most-populous country. At the 
same time, academic freedom has been an important cornerstone of this partner-
ship for Duke and Duke faculty. But while DKU has been visible to many at Duke, 
the number of Duke faculty who are actively engaged in DKU remains small.

As a comprehensive university with a relatively long history in China–known 
for its programs in the social sciences, arts and the humanities, and science and 
engineering–Wuhan University was a good fit for partnership. Yet despite this 
suitability, the engagement and overall interest level of Wuhan’s faculty in DKU 
was lower compared with Duke’s faculty. As a joint-venture university in China, 
DKU undergraduate students are expected to receive a DKU degree and a Duke 
degree by the MOE. Duke’s faculty took the lead in driving innovation and exper-
imentation with the new curriculum. Added value did come, however, after the 
curriculum was socialized with Wuhan faculty for feedback prior to seeking the 
MOE’s approval. From the research side, Wuhan faculty have also shown more 
interest in collaborating with Duke faculty versus DKU faculty. Nevertheless, this 
situation is shifting as DKU builds its research capability, and with the completion 
of a new building to host the Wuhan-Duke Research Institute at DKU.

The city of Kunshan is another interesting partner, with bold, ambitious, 
and hardworking leadership. By 2000, it had become one of the most prosperous 
county-level cities in China. In 2022, with a resident population of two million, 
Kunshan became the first county-level city in China to surpass the five hundred 
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billion renminbi (RMB) mark for GDP. But Kunshan’s long-term aspirations to 
transform from a manufacturing- to a knowledge-based economy, attract talent 
from Greater China and beyond, and reclaim ancient cultural glory are beyond 
these numbers. The city’s rejuvenation of Kunqu (also known as Kun Opera, a 
form of Chinese opera that originated in Kunshan during the fourteenth centu-
ry) was part of these ambitions, as was the visionary plan of inviting Duke and 
Wuhan to build the Duke Kunshan University. Still, while Kunshan has been gen-
erous, accepting, and supportive of DKU, it has been simultaneously ambivalent 
since its original interest was not necessarily in the liberal arts. Instead, Kunshan 
remains more interested in applied and engineering research areas that can help 
drive the local economy, and ideally in the short term. Furthermore, research re-
quires investment and time for applied research agendas. Therefore, there has 
been tension at DKU concerning research budgets, research areas, and the time it 
takes to achieve impactful results. So, while the alignment among the three part-
ners is not perfect, it is perhaps the best anyone can hope for given the vast differ-
ences between Duke, Wuhan, and the city of Kunshan. 

Despite these challenges, the DKU experiment and its initial success high-
light the importance of deep engagement of all stakeholders, especial-
ly students, parents, faculty from Duke and Wuhan, Duke University’s 

Board of Trustees, DKU’s Board of Trustees and Advisory Board, and the munic-
ipal government of Kunshan. In many ways, the inaugural class of students was a 
self-selected group of pioneering spirits who wanted to take ownership of their 
education to define their future life and career paths. These students worked side 
by side with an equally self-selected faculty and staff from around the world. Ev-
eryone had a vested interest in the success of DKU, so the next ten to fifteen years 
will be critically important in solidifying the ongoing success of the university and 
its culture. While the university matures, a key challenge concerning DKU’s fac-
ulty and staff will be their continued ability to attract students worldwide who 
have the same pioneering spirit as the class of 2022. Other important challenges 
include the continued engagement and interest of faculty from DKU’s partner 
universities, as well as dynamic geopolitical situations, such as China’s compli-
cated relationship with the United States.

From its inception, DKU distinguished itself as an international university locat-
ed in China, with liberal arts education in a residential college setting, and interdis-
ciplinary research at its core. Yet it remains a joint venture Chinese university. And, 
as it develops, the maintenance of DKU’s unique identity and culture in a Chinese 
environment will be another interesting experiment to watch. Concern must also 
be given to yet another one of DKU’s major challenges: its financial sustainability. 
Not a new challenge since high-quality education often requires enormous finan-
cial resources. DKU’s quality, philosophy, and implementation of its undergraduate 
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education are no exception, as they closely follow models of high-quality liberal arts 
colleges in the United States. Furthermore, as discussed previously, high-quality 
research has been in the university’s DNA from the outset, an ambition that re-
quires resources. Yet unlike top liberal arts colleges in the United States, DKU does 
not have an endowment to support these ambitions, and it is unlikely to generate a 
sustainable endowment soon, seeing as the inaugural class just graduated in 2022. 
Adding to its fiscal challenges, it is not clear whether the city of Kunshan will con-
tinue to support DKU financially as it has been doing with essentially no strings 
attached, given factors like the recent impacts of COVID-19 on China’s economy.

Lastly, the most important challenge DKU faces as a new institution surfaces 
through the ever complex relations between the United States and China. In the 
last fifteen years or so, the relationship between both countries has changed dras-
tically, which unfortunately seems to be going in a negative direction. No encour-
aging sign is in sight for a better relationship between the two governments, or at 
least there are no concrete efforts toward improvement. Therefore, progress in 
the foreseeable future will come through human interaction and dialogue. In this 
context, what can be more impactful than a university like Duke Kunshan? 

The early formation of the DKU concept was marked by a cooperation agree-
ment signed between Duke University and the People’s Government of Kunshan 
in January 2010, during the early days of Barack Obama’s presidency. It was a time 
when there were wide interests in collaborations with China in many sectors of U.S. 
society, including business and higher education. The number of Chinese students 
studying in U.S. colleges and universities more than doubled from 157,558 to 350,775 
during the period starting with the 2010–2011 academic year and ending with the 
2016–2017 academic year.8 Even then, the reception of the DKU concept by Duke 
faculty was varied. Historically, the university did not have a strong presence in Chi-
nese studies compared with other top universities in the United States. Faculty were 
also concerned about investing financial and human resources in a country where 
academic freedom was not a guarantee.

Despite these concerns, both the Duke-National University of Singapore Medi-
cal School and DKU were defined as important parts of the university’s global strat-
egy. The university leadership’s commitment, patience, and enormous effort in per-
suasion garnered sufficient support for DKU. However, we cannot assume that fac-
ulty, staff, and stakeholders of Duke would continue to see DKU as a worthwhile 
risk for the partner university in the coming decades. Despite all its challenges, DKU 
continues to thrive with the graduation of the class of 2023, the occupancy of twenty- 
two new buildings constructed during Phase 2 of campus construction, the plan-
ning for improvements to the physical campus during Phase 3, and the launch of 
new academic and research programs including possible PhD programs. In these 
ways, DKU is and will continue to be a once-in-a-lifetime experiment in global high-
er education with impacts on many fronts in the twenty-first century. 
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Liberal arts education at large faces key critiques and direct threats in the 
United States, such as accusations of being elitist in the twenty-first 
century.9 While outside the United States, new education models are ex-

panding liberal arts education philosophy into one that sees the educational 
vision as the beacon guiding construction and implementation of all aspects of 
teaching and learning. DKU has tried to address the existing strengths and weak-
nesses of liberal arts education by deliberately investigating new program models 
in the United States, Hong Kong, and worldwide. In line with critiques, it has also 
created a model that is not simply focused on training leadership or competence. 
The core value of a DKU education lies, rather, in cultivating the next generation 
of global citizens to share roots in global responsibility, boundary breaking, and 
humanitarianism. Against the career preparation trend, DKU’s liberal arts edu-
cation is a return to the intrinsic core value of cultivating humanism, because a 
twenty-first-century liberal arts education model must attend to the big issues 
and problems arising out of social changes, and to their benefits for humankind.

Conveying the vision of education to all participants is crucial to the fulfilment 
of that vision. DKU has put enormous efforts into exchanging its vision with stu-
dents, parents, staff, faculty members, partners, and other stakeholders. Conse-
quently, students continue to accommodate new modules of teaching, new research 
techniques, and new methods of study while also proactively creating new learn-
ing paradigms. Parents share the vision with each other and spread the message of 
DKU.10 In faculty recruitment, orientations, and training workshops, DKU stresses 
its educational vision, collaborative teaching, and interdisciplinarity–thereby pro-
moting the DKU model in teaching and in research. It has been an exciting journey 
for this newly established university to be acknowledged, appreciated, and support-
ed in such ways. We imagine the innovative designs happening at DKU, and the les-
sons learned, are not unique to the new university. Perhaps they could be creatively 
absorbed by other liberal arts education initiatives worldwide. 
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Chinese Universities on the Global Stage:  
Perspectives from the Recent Past

Wen-hsin Yeh

Institutional reforms in higher education in China have produced impressive results 
both in the quality of scholarly work and the quantity of degree-holders. The higher- 
education system effectively complemented China’s stellar economic transforma-
tion in the post-Mao decades. But it has yet to earn unalloyed admiration in the 
world of universities. This essay draws on my research as a historian of modern 
China and my time as faculty adviser on China engagement at the University of 
California, Berkeley. I argue that the rise in eminence of Chinese universities is 
about the system becoming more Western-oriented, more elitist in ethos, less overtly  
top-down in directives, and more techno-bureaucratic in means. The university 
system is also reaching an inflection point thanks to tension between ideologized 
cultural nationalism and headwinds on the course of further techno-professional 
internationalization. 

Roughly a decade ago, I attended a luncheon in Shenzhen to celebrate the 
opening of a research joint venture. During the event, I was seated next to 
one of the city’s leaders. To make conversation, I asked about his family 

and learned that he was the father of a high school senior applying to undergrad-
uate programs in America. Since I was at the luncheon as a representative of the 
University of California, Berkeley (UC Berkeley), I asked if his son would consider 
applying there. He responded no: Berkeley did not rank high enough as a dream 
school for world-shopping Chinese families. There was no ivy on the outside of 
its buildings or cathedrals on its campus: neither the charm nor the prestige of 
the world’s best established schools. There were no gleaming new buildings ei-
ther, only dated infrastructure that compared poorly with China’s state-of-the-
art university campuses. Above all, there were “too many Chinese people” on its 
campus to make Berkeley attractive to an ambitious Chinese applicant. I found 
this last point particularly intriguing. The admissions practice at UC Berkeley had 
produced one of the most inclusive student bodies among America’s major insti-
tutions. For many Chinese parents, however, the practice apparently translated 
into a negative reputation for its lack of exclusivity (“too easy to get in”) and social 
glamour (“not much money”) in student life. 
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It is notable how America’s public universities, whatever the research prow-
ess, no longer impressed Chinese prospective students and their families as much 
as they did in the past. There are a variety of reasons for this shift. In 2011, Tsing- 
hua University and Peking University, the two most prestigious schools in the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC), surprised many by rising to the top tier of sev-
eral of the world’s notable charts of university rankings.1 Beyond the “Big Two” or  
“TsingBei,” scores of other Chinese universities similarly positioned on these 
charts outperform institutions in Singapore, Japan, Hong Kong, and Taiwan in 
influence and resourcefulness. Between 1990 and 2022, Chinese universities con-
ferred over 240 million degrees to supply the skills for all lines of services and 
productions that powered China’s economic transformation. They also sent nu-
merous degree-holders internationally to hundreds of universities as graduate 
students, postdoctoral fellows, faculty members, and directors of research en-
terprises. Chinese participation in the world of universities, notable both for its 
quantitative and qualitative contributions, is changing conversations in multiple 
domains of competitive pursuits. Within the country, university enterprises, as in 
the cases of Tsinghua and Beida in Shenzhen, are seeding entire sectors of indus-
try and supercharging the development of metropolitan centers. 

The significance of China’s universities is undeniable, yet the challenges they 
face are complex. The pursuit of excellence and productivity takes place under the 
close management of the world’s longest-governing Communist Party. Any as-
sessment of present-day Chinese universities can hardly take place without due 
consideration of elements of politicization and instrumentalization. The ques-
tions many observers have asked include: Is it possible for China’s universities 
to achieve excellence without academic freedom and autonomy? How can Chi-
nese systems of higher education, within the context of developmental econ-
omies, be a case of unalloyed success? Meanwhile, from the viewpoint of a his-
torical researcher, sources about the operations of China’s universities are rich, 
in both English and Chinese, and perspectives are diverse. From across several 
continents, many individuals have engaged substantively with Chinese univer-
sities. How might a history of China’s higher education of the most recent past 
look? How does one do justice to the range and depth of the empirical data? How 
does one make sense of the subject without jumping immediately to predictable 
conclusions?

This essay grows out of my observations over the past two decades as senior 
faculty adviser for China engagement at UC Berkeley. It also draws on my study of 
China’s modern history that views China’s higher education as a component of 
the contemporary history of the country. 

What does it mean, from a historical perspective, that China’s modern uni-
versities have gone through those specific transformations in funding models and 
international connections in the recent decades? What are the roles of Western 
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universities, my own included, in that process? And how sustainable are the inter- 
action and development pathways to future challenges? I track three sets of issues 
that recur in that history. My observations of international engagement are fil-
tered through three discrete projects and communications. 

First, there is the question of “China” and the “West,” about whether the 
norms and practices are more “Chinese” or “Western,” or adequately attentive 
to China’s unique experiences and circumstances. There are several variations to 
this pair of dichotomies, including formulations that critique the boundaries and 
dissolve the tension between the binaries. Beyond the classification of knowledge 
and the organization of learning, the contests between China and the West inform 
differing priorities in educational policies and aspirations.

Second, there are issues of “control or autonomy,” struggles that most notably 
unfolded between universities and a succession of ministries of education in the 
twentieth century. One way to think of this recurrent conflict is to say that it came 
to a definitive end in the 1950s in favor of the state over society. Upon the found-
ing of the PRC, all colleges and universities became state entities under the juris- 
diction of the Ministry of Higher Education. State control in the twentieth cen-
tury usually meant a heightened degree of “Partification” (in other words, Party 
control) over political education and academic administration.

A third question concerns “the elite or the masses,” that is, the structure of 
access and opportunity. Does the system serve a minority group or the majori-
ty of the population? Does it erect barriers and reinforce hierarchies? Or does it 
advance wider access to economic mobility and allow everyone a fair chance to 
succeed? 

I argue that Chinese excellence in the post-Mao era is about the system becom-
ing more Western-oriented, more elitist in ethos, less overtly top-down in direc-
tives, and more techno-bureaucratic in means. This has moved major Chinese 
universities up in the global ranking tables without diminishing the attractive-
ness of exclusive Western universities to those like the son of my Shenzhen inter- 
locutor. Meanwhile, over the last five years, things have been changing quickly on 
the ground. The Chinese system of higher education is reaching an inflection point 
after a three-year disruption during the emergency response to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. There are growing signs that the pendulum is about to swing in a different 
direction. There are long-term dynamics that predated the pandemic, and these 
emerging developments should not surprise us if we follow the dialectics of Chi-
na’s modern history.

The transformation of China’s higher education began in 1977, the year a set 
of standardized entrance examinations known as the gaokao was reinsti-
tuted nationwide for all applicants for college admissions.2 The resurrec-

tion of this threshold exam signaled the incremental abandonment of the educa-
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tional experiment associated with the Mao era, which in turn was a radical depar-
ture from its immediate pre-1949 past. 

In the 1950s, the PRC dismantled an elitist system of Western-inspired educa-
tion that took shape in the 1920s. That earlier system, which drew on private re-
sources and contained elements of professional self-governance, was denounced 
as feudal and bourgeois. The PRC embraced the Soviet model, assigned adminis-
trative ranks to all schools under a central commission of education, and incor-
porated its wartime mobilizational experiences of the 1940s into the pedagogy. In 
the late 1960s, the Party sought to further indigenize “expertise” at a grassroots 
level and improve equity of access to school education. It oriented the system to 
focus on pragmatic skills that broke down the walls of the classrooms. For col-
lege admissions, Party loyalty and biographical elements–social categories such 
as worker, peasant, and soldier–took the place of entrance examinations.

The reinstitution of the gaokao in 1977 initiated a decisive swing back in the 
direction of an elite education of competitive performance based on scholastic 
merit. In 1979, the state announced a nationwide one-child policy that reduced 
the number of school-age children. It allowed many village schools to close, estab-
lishing instead a new category of highly selective key-point schools and setting in 
motion mechanisms that funneled the brightest and the most competitive–those 
who excelled in exam-taking–out of the hinterland into bigger towns and even 
bigger cities. 

Higher education went through major structural changes during the post-Mao 
transition. Taking expert advice from the World Bank, China created fewer yet  
bigger institutions of more integrated learning. Its schools of engineering re- 
oriented toward Western models of STEM studies. The very creation of business 
schools and economic studies involved unprecedented partnerships between Chi-
nese reformers and Western economists. The re-Westernization of China’s higher- 
education systems was a top-initiated enterprise that reoriented and certified a 
better-informed few over the less-informed many.

Study missions headed out to Europe and America at this time. Hao Keming 
of Peking University led one such mission. She spent a week in Bavaria in the late 
1980s, and subsequently became an energetic promoter of the organizational fea-
tures of a “German model,” which she used to push for the transformation of 
China into “a society of lifelong learning.” This concept gained saliency as the re-
forms took hold, only to be eclipsed by American models of liberal colleges in the 
early twenty-first century.3 

Out of the heady days of the 1980s, several strands of thinking emerged that 
shaped China’s higher education in the following decades. To put it simply, the 
higher-education system pursued two strategies that would allow it to acquire 
two functions. In the words of Zhou Ji, minister of education from 2003 to 2009, 
one function of China’s universities is economic. Schools must serve as an instru-
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ment to “transform the world’s most populous country into a dynamic one with 
rich human resources.”4 Under the new economy, schools are responsible for up-
grading China’s pool of “labor” (renli) into a pool of “talent” (rencai). 

Another function is to produce top-notch excellence. To modernize and to 
move China beyond its traditional economy, universities must take on the mis-
sion to produce “high-caliber constructive members of society” schooled in sci-
ence and technology.5 These talented individuals must be as outstanding as possi-
ble and leaders with cutting-edge expertise.

Two strategies emerged to meet the twin goals of “quantity” and “quality.” The 
first was the diversification of university streams of funding. The goal was to bring 
in more funding for education, especially from family savings for tuition costs and 
from local government taxes of businesses, which would pay for rapid increases 
in college enrollments. The second was the internationalization of the Big Two, 
enabling the almost instant leap of TsingBei into the ranks of global universities. 

Both strategies accelerated the development of China’s universities as pro-
ducers of human capital. And both produced social inequity as the price of their 
success.

Up to the early 1990s, China’s schools of higher learning had been exclu-
sively situated in major cities and sustained entirely by government fund-
ing.6 Multiple ministries ran their own specialized universities. Advanced 

learning served a centrally planned economy with a nationwide division of labor. 
Reforms decentralized that planning and localized the schools, directing the lat-

ter to prioritize the developmental needs of their immediate regions. All ministry- 
run schools were consolidated under the direction of the Ministry of Education. In 
medium-sized cities, these changes led to the creation of new schools, usually on the 
basis of single-subject institutions such as those of technology or teacher training, 
especially in the inland provinces of central and western China. The changes thus 
redrew the map of tertiary studies, but they left unaddressed the issue of regional 
disparity in per capita educational resources.

Meanwhile, the marketized socialist economy diversified the financing struc-
ture of higher education. As the changes took hold, China’s major universities in 
urban centers drew their operating budgets from at least eight streams of fund-
ing: central government funding, local government funding, tuition and fees, spe-
cial project funding, private giving, dividends from intellectual property, profits 
from school-run business enterprises, and corporate giving. The diversification 
brought new revenue, especially family savings, into the educational system, en-
abling the schools to upgrade their programs while creating more seats in their 
classrooms. 

The cost, however, contributed to the vast disparity in educational quality be-
tween rich and poor regions. Inland schools in underdeveloped regions depended 
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heavily on state funding while, generous as it was, government funding account-
ed for less than 10 percent of the large pool of available income at the nation’s top 
schools in Beijing. Much of the additional income for the latter came from extra- 
bureaucratic sources, marketized or philanthropic. Data such as sizes of class, 
faculty-student ratio, and per-student educational expenditure all point to over-
lapping patterns of disparity. This meant that students in second- and third-tier 
schools actually took on a higher share of the financial burden through tuition 
payment for their less well-resourced education. 

The Party doubled down in the 1990s, after the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, to marketize the economy and to build China into an “innovation 
nation” of science and technology. In 1993, the State Council released the 

Party’s blueprint to “reform and develop” the entire system of education. In the 
same year, Tsinghua and Peking University (PKU) presented their strategic plans 
to become “world-class first-rate universities with Chinese socialist characteris-
tics” within two decades. TsingBei was given special policy provisions to become 
world-class by international standards. What did these special policy provisions 
entail?

The leadership at PKU and Tsinghua partnered with the Ministry of Education 
to remake their institutions.7 Government initiatives poured multiple millions 
of dollars to accelerate their physical upgrade into modern institutions. By 2001, 
Tsinghua and PKU each gained a new campus at Shenzhen, where they launched 
new programs through international partnerships. They changed the procedures 
of personnel appointments and reviews, both to incentivize research productivity 
and to facilitate faculty mobility within and across institutions. On admissions, 
TsingBei expanded their scope of autonomy under the gaokao system to manage 
their own selections.8 The changes enabled the Big Two to further define and dif-
ferentiate their emphasis on undergraduate education.

In comparison with previous practices, the Ministry of Education continued 
to exercise broad authority. Through its various appointed expert committees, the 
Ministry set and reviewed academic goals, degree requirements, curriculum crite-
ria, hiring procedures, personnel standards, and operating guidelines, behaving as 
the strategic planner and accreditation authority of higher education. Yet, instead 
of downright state control, these exercises came with technoscientific claims of 
professionalism.

Educational authority in the Reform era steadily moved from a singular to a du-
alistic approach in the governance of Chinese universities. First, central authori-
ties pulled back from direct management of campus administration, focusing in-
stead on issues and directives that structured the policies that governed institu-
tions of higher education. Second, the state accorded equal standing on campuses 
to university presidents and Party secretaries. The former, qualified for scholarly 
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credentials, were charged with academic administration from the perspectives of 
“domain expertise,” with the responsibility to deliver educational results of ex-
cellence. The latter, who held ranked Party positions, chaired university councils 
and personnel committees and assured the respective institutions’ political cor-
rectness. Meanwhile, the Ministry appointed its own committees of technical or 
domain experts to advise and consult on the formulation of national policies for 
higher education. Reforms, in short, saw advancement in the professionalization 
and institutionalization of educational governance in line with global standards, 
albeit without any decrease in Party authority.

Does the availability of more funding mean that deans and faculty members 
gained greater autonomy in managing schools? Does professionalization enhance 
the agency of campus administrations? 

Government funding, especially project-specific grants, indeed came with all 
the accompanying budgeting, accounting, auditing, spending, and reporting rules 
and regulations. Revenue generated from nongovernmental sources exposed uni-
versities to extra Ministry scrutiny for corruption. The state’s shift to rule-based 
governance seemingly expanded professional autonomy. It injected, however, the 
politics of insider dealings and the consolidation of elite networks into research 
enterprises, while barely containing the application of political loyalty as a fund-
ing criterion.9 

Does international engagement advance participation in university policy-
making and administrative autonomy? Because they transformed into world-
class institutions early on compared with other schools, Tsinghua and PKU earned 
prerogatives and exemptions from regular bureaucratic rules. Yet the Big Two 
were operating in a gray zone, in which there were no existing rules nor laws. One 
might argue that the mandate to explore best practices and build international 
partnerships paradoxically put the universities at an even higher degree of depen-
dency on shifting state policies and the political will of top leaders.

There are a few insights to gain from UC Berkeley’s interactions with Tsing- 
hua and Peking University. In the 1980s and upon the full resumption of 
diplomatic relations between the United States and China, Berkeley be-

came one of the first American universities to pursue scholarly exchanges with 
Chinese counterparts. The 1984 Berkeley-PKU memorandum of understanding  
was among the first of its kind that committed the two sides to scholarly exchanges. 

However, interest between the two sides was asymmetrical. Chinese scientists 
were keen to engage with the West, but their American counterparts were slow to 
respond. By the mid-2010s, students from the PRC made up over 30 percent of all in-
ternational enrollees in American institutions of higher education.10 Multiple del-
egations of Chinese visitors streamed through American university campuses from 
coast to coast. Several universities released reports about their “China strategy.” 
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For Berkeley, the old way of dealing with international collaboration–ad hoc, de-
centralized, research-centered, and contingent on the networks and projects of en-
trepreneurial faculty leaders–appeared inadequate. This inadequacy was evident 
when Tsinghua University arrived in 2010 for a “Tsinghua Week at Berkeley,” a first 
leg of Tsinghua’s cross-country tour of the United States.

When a delegation of over one hundred people from Tsinghua, led by its pres-
ident, announced their plan to visit in 2010, there were no central administra-
tive offices at Berkeley designed to receive such a large-scale visit. The program 
of “Tsinghua Week,” when it finally came together, was unprecedented in scope 
and reach within campus memory. The programs brought together top adminis-
trators and Chinese diplomats for public-facing media events. They also included 
field-specific panels and workshops of faculty members, as well as student presen-
tations across the campus. The planning for the event brought into sharp relief the 
differences in internal organization and communication between Tsinghua and 
Berkeley. It underscored the contrast, indeed, between Tsinghua’s top-down, cen-
tralized administrative organization, and Berkeley’s bottom-up, faculty-centered 
approach to governance.

The following year, Berkeley conducted a “return visit” to Beijing, participat-
ing in Tsinghua’s high-profile centennial celebration. Interest in academic part-
nership with China varied from field to field. Broadly speaking, engineering led 
the way. Professional schools showed interest to expand brand recognition for 
their related services. Environmental, social, and health researchers sought ac-
cess to China’s vast stores of data. As always, China scholars saw China both as a 
site and a subject of study. Student interest was robust, thanks to the prospect of 
a “trans-Pacific” century upon China’s admission into the World Trade Organi-
zation. In 2012, the convergence of these interests and interactions led to the issu-
ance of Berkeley’s “China Strategy Report,” as well as an agreement to create the 
Tsinghua-Berkeley Shenzhen Institute (TBSI).

Buoyed by a general optimism and support for a globally connecting world, the 
TBSI was an organized research unit of international engagement that broke new 
ground for Berkeley. It institutionalized collaborative work from multiple labora-
tories in engineering and biomedical studies. Yet, staying in line with the decen-
tralized and bottom-up style of Berkeley research initiatives, it was nonetheless 
initiated, led, and anchored by interested faculty (principal investigators) rather 
than university administrators. 

For Tsinghua, partnership with Berkeley catapulted its start-up Shenzhen cam-
pus to a new level of international credibility. The multiplier effect also contrib-
uted to the university’s research connections. For Berkeley, the enterprise raised 
many questions. Did the TBSI and its operational templates constitute a trans-
ferrable model for campus engagement with global partners elsewhere? Was the 
TBSI a viable standard for a measured institutional response to the trans-Pacific 
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dynamics of change? Once again, there was a notable lack of symmetry between 
the two sides. 

Guided by top-down strategic visions of purpose and priority, Tsinghua did not 
always respond with equal enthusiasm to Berkeley-initiated proposals for collab-
oration. Disciplined and incentivized by state-classified criteria of research merit 
and performance recognition, its faculty members simply had little time to spare 
either for networking or exploratory conversations beyond the scope of the for-
mally organized, scheduled, funded, or assigned projects. The contrast between 
the two attitudes is suggestive of the larger issues.

When Peking University joined the international conversation with 
Berkeley, it brought a notably different line of inquiry. In contrast to 
Tsinghua and its drive to improve global prestige and learn to eco-

nomically leverage its advantages in engineering and science, PKU focused on is-
sues of university governance and educational effectiveness. To a certain degree, 
this institutional emphasis aligns with PKU’s history as a producer of statecraft 
knowledge and a critic in loyal opposition. 

In this tradition of policy advice and dissent, PKU pursued in-depth conversa-
tions about the University of California system and its place in Californian com-
mon good. It funded junior administrators to study the making of “excellence” 
in American universities. At Berkeley, these visitors studied a whole range of op-
erations from undergraduate admissions, faculty reviews, university funding, 
and academic senate oversight, to central administrative communications and 
student councils. Of particular interest to the visitors were questions pertain-
ing to the tension between Berkeley’s abundance of rules and regulations, highly  
bureaucratized administration, and the complete academic autonomy in research 
and teaching. How was it possible, PKU visitors asked, for a state-funded public 
institution to foster an academic culture of faculty self-governance and intellectu-
al freedom? It’s both fascinating and sensible that this would be the big question.

Through international interactions, both Tsinghua and PKU came to see the 
limitations of China’s established educational practices. To break out of the com-
partmentalization of knowledge in narrowly defined fields of technical studies, 
Tsinghua expanded its faculties in arts, history, and humanities, by whatever the 
weight the school assigned to these studies. To undo the educational effects of the 
gaokao-centered admissions practice, the Big Two promoted student-centered 
undergraduate learning, and inverted the prevailing norm of teacher-centered 
lecturing in Chinese classrooms. Many other old norms were broken, including 
the hiring of new PhDs with degrees earned from universities other than one’s 
own, or even the hiring of international scholars. In 2012, Tsinghua counted more 
than forty Berkeley PhDs or former faculty members among its deans, chairs, and 
research directors. 
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These changes contributed to the rise in global standing for China’s top uni-
versities. They produced stunning results in the STEM fields and propelled Chi-
na’s status in advanced technology. However, the ideas taken in from internation-
al partners widened the gap between the coastal elite and the inland provincials. 
The dismissal of gaokao among elite groups, for example, erected new barriers 
to succeed for inland students. The promotion of student choices and individual 
electives–the advocacy to flip classroom dynamics–bred resentment among in-
land teachers, who had never known any other way to teach and learn. 

In retrospect, Chinese educational reforms since the 1980s have yielded nota-
ble results. Multiple statistical indicators, counting money and people, point 
to the depth and magnitude of the transformation. By 2022, the gross enroll-

ment ratio of Chinese college-age cohorts into colleges reached nearly 60 percent. 
The country has achieved close to full literacy. Over 240 million degrees have been 
conferred since 1990. Central authorities are happy to announce that the Chinese 
labor force supplies enough trained workers to staff all lines of work. The system 
has delivered the target numbers–of credible quality–that sustained the world’s 
fastest growing economy.11 

On the quest for “excellence,” Chinese officials can also take pride in their ac-
complishments. Even if the subjectively assembled tables of global rankings are 
discounted, it is undeniable that the Chinese research output has increased in 
quality as well as quantity. 

But this excellence is achieved at the expense of notable unevenness in several 
ways. There is much strength in engineering, but not nearly as much in biological 
and health science studies. It goes without saying that humanities and social sci-
ences fare far less well.12 This is to say nothing of the fact that teaching has been 
deemphasized in favor of the widespread glorification of scientific laboratory  
research. 

Is “unevenness” in the distribution of strengths an absolute weakness? Does 
the Chinese state command the tools and the capacity to make strategic adjust-
ments to overcome the imbalance? While tension from this unevenness could 
become generative forces for change in the next phase of Ministry action, these 
state-engineered disparities have produced problems that call into question the 
system’s fairness and equity.

On the charged issue of “China or the West,” elite Chinese universities have 
moved substantively across the spectrum toward Westernizing their institution-
al norms and practices. They use English as a conceptual and professional lan-
guage. By contrast, inland schools struggled to gain such linguistic proficiency. 
To be sure, reformist applications of the formula, “Chinese learning for essence, 
Western learning for application,” differ in the 2000s from that of a hundred years 
ago, when the formula was first proposed by Qing reformers. Those were the days 
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when the empire, on the brink of bankruptcy, turned to Western means to help 
its survival. China today, in contrast with the 1890s, proclaims its supreme cul-
tural confidence and sovereignty vis-à-vis the West. But when the dichotomies of 
“China versus the West” are mapped over the disparities between the provincial 
versus the metropolitan areas, the interior versus the coast, or the “elite versus 
the masses,” the bundled issues allowed critics to make a much larger case about 
cultural authenticity and social equity. These criticisms, already in evidence in the 
1990s, supplied ground-level support for an ideological swing to the left in the late 
2010s. Under President Xi Jinping, they contributed to reassessments of China’s  
Western-leaning orientation during the Reform decades.

Wu Daguang, former vice president of Xiamen University, for example, warned 
in a series of recent essays published online about the “deep water” ahead in the 
next phase of educational reform. Wu argues that to produce the next generation 
of high-caliber human “talent” ready for the postpandemic world order, universi-
ties must reorient themselves toward China’s past, the country’s grassroots, and 
its interior. Under the new circumstances, effective cultivation of “quality” (suzhi) 
human talent, Wu stresses, must begin with a new recognition of past failings. The 
system of the recent past must face up not only to the siloed and differential prac-
tices that separated the scientific and humanistic pursuits, but also to the inter- 
generational rupture (in other words, those who came of age in the 1980s versus 
those born at the turn of the century) over the loss of historical memories and cul-
tural understanding.13 

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, the Western-inspired and urban-based 
ethos of elitism, credentialism, and boundless ambition for world-class competi-
tiveness had already seeded discontent. Against the high pressure for success un-
der the gaokao and job interviews, performative gestures such as “lying flat” (tang 
ping) and “involution / rolling in” (nei juan) became popular for the college-bound 
and early-career cohorts. The professed disengagement of these individuals sig-
naled a level of discontent that undercut the disciplinary capacities of the state 
and the schools. The rise of youth unemployment in 2023 added a sense of unease 
approaching crisis in China’s higher education. 

For control, the Ministry of Education had steadily developed, over the past 
four decades, a sophisticated system that meticulously measured faculty perfor-
mance and closely tracked professional behavior. Ministerial control came in the 
form of scheduled reviews conducted in prescribed categories. For credibility, 
the reviews incorporated the opinions of field experts and knowledge leaders. Up 
and down the channel, the system communicated in a language of scores, num-
bers, indices, points, sizes, dollar amounts, ratios, percentiles, projectiles, and 
so forth. As rewards, satisfactory performers received superior grades, elevated 
ranks, more funding, and conditioned operational autonomy. In comparison with 
their early PRC predecessors, the Ministry has successfully moved the exercise of 
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control and the contest for autonomy to a different plane of governance and gov-
ernability. The universities are incentivized to partner with the state to strive for 
greater excellence and resources, albeit on the condition of adherence to Party 
loyalty. 

That quantitative approach and standardized method of evaluation speak to 
the Ministry’s participation in a bureaucratic system of professionalized routine 
that relied upon, when circumstances required, a “project engineering” (gong-
cheng) approach to mobilize for special targeted objectives.14 As processes of oper-
ation that drew inspirations from systems engineering, one might argue, the proj-
ect engineering approach took the place of the “campaign” (yundong) mode from 
the Mao era. That approach allowed the Party and the state to mobilize resourc-
es and create exceptional conditions for the achievement of prioritized goals, of-
ten through institutional means and on a monumental scale. It also allowed the 
authorities to appear fair-minded and merit-driven, despite complaints to the 
contrary. 

As I began this essay with an anecdote that gestured to the aspirations of 
Chinese students and their status-conscious parents, let me conclude 
with another from a different encounter. At a joint panel on the theme of 

“innovation” during the 2010 Tsinghua Week at Berkeley, two panelists shared 
their thoughts. The Tsinghua presentation, by a dean of public policy, told a sto-
ry studded with data about the university’s research achievements. The presen-
tation, which detailed sizes of funding, composition of teams of credentialed re-
searchers, number of indexed papers, number of patents, and so forth, was about 
completing an impressive number of state-assigned top-priority projects in the 
most recent decade. The Berkeley presentation, featuring a quantitative biologist, 
opened with fulsome praise for the gene-sequencing capabilities on the Chinese 
side. After a few more words about computing machines and biological research, 
the presenter asked: “Where does innovation come from? How does one set one’s 
research agenda?” He shared reflections about sitting in the shade of the trees in 
his own backyard, sipping coffee in the morning, and watching his children play. 
What could he do with his research, he asked, to make their lives better? How 
might science benefit people today and in the future? The striking contrast be-
tween the two presentations could be interpreted in more than one way. However 
surprising or unsurprising, they set in sharp relief the differences in the culture of 
knowledge-making between the two systems. It took effort for the two sides to be-
gin communicating on that panel. In the years since, it has been a tremendous pro-
cess of learning to collaborate across national systems and individual institutions.

China’s transformation has inspired many intriguing questions. Some ask if 
the “Confucian Model” of East Asia stands a chance to take the place of that of the 
West as an alternative to third-world modernization. Others ask if there is a form 
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of “smart authoritarianism” when it comes to industrial policies for advanced 
technology. These formulations stress the exceptional qualities of the Chinese 
case, and how the Chinese exception might challenge existing assumptions about 
the role of the state and the market in developmental strategies.

But Chinese experience might also conform to worldwide patterns elsewhere. 
Backlash against globalization, for example, has given rise in many countries to 
various forms of cultural nationalism, including in higher education. Universities 
have been declared as soft targets for national security threats, and have come un-
der many rules when engaging in scholarly exchanges. Chinese ideas about the  
securitization of university campuses, meanwhile, go beyond anti-espionage rules 
and laws about exchanges. Following the project engineering mode of control, 
students have recently been called to engage in “soul forging” (zhuhun gongcheng), 
inoculating their hearts and steeling their minds against spiritual infiltration. 

In his recent book Empires of Ideas, William C. Kirby asks: Do Chinese universi-
ties stand a chance to lead the world in the twenty-first century?15 The answer can 
be “yes” if the question is about the role of higher education in the service of state- 
directed economic development. Do Chinese universities serve the people of Chi-
na across the board? Visitors inevitably note that the campuses of Chinese uni-
versities (and now also buildings, thanks to the pandemic regime) have gates, 
walls, even guards, plus machines as recent additions that read bar codes assigned 
to campus community members. In contrast with the Berkeley campus, they are 
not open to entry to one and all. Though much has changed in the domain of high-
er learning since the Mao years, how much has changed irreversibly, so that the 
Party, even as it retains its presence, does not overwhelm the enterprise of learn-
ing at Chinese universities?
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Mianheng Jiang

A newly founded, small-scale research university geared toward international stan-
dards and competitiveness, ShanghaiTech University has three STEM divisions (in-
formation science and technology, physical science and technology, and life science 
and technology) and three HASS divisions (creativity and arts, entrepreneurship 
and management, and the humanities). The university’s undergraduate education 
receives its inspiration from the whole-person approach, and gives particular weight 
to a “broadly based and in-depth” pedagogical framework, in which the liberal arts 
make up an indispensable component. Through interdisciplinary curricular plan-
ning, small class sizes, emphasis on interaction and openness in learning, and inter-
national exchange programs, I explore effective measures to grow general education 
at ShanghaiTech as well as address challenges that are unique to a Chinese tech 
university.

In China, what we now recognize as liberal arts have long been a centerpiece 
of education. Even before Confucius, the “six arts” (ritual, music, archery, 
chariot riding, penmanship, and arithmetic) had already acquired lofty pres-

tige. That “a man is made by learning” has been a guiding principle for innu-
merable generations of Chinese educators. Our master teachers have long seen 
their task as more than transmitting knowledge. They placed a premium on char-
acter formation and enlightenment through life. Yet the fortunes of liberal arts 
in the country were advanced in a number of distinct directions. Confucianism 
served as the bedrock of educational practice from its inception about twenty-five  
hundred years ago through the late nineteenth century, when Western cultural 
and educational philosophies started to make their way into Chinese society. Epit-
omized by Peking University and Tsinghua University, modern Chinese establish-
ments of higher education in the early twentieth century adopted their overall 
models from Western industrialized nations, but made a point to cultivate their 
own humanist curricula.

After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, a Soviet-style system 
of higher education centered on vocational and technical expertise prevailed. 
And with this system’s implementation, calls for the provision of well-trained  
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manpower for industrialization and the production of new cohorts of socialist 
youth, as highlighted by Isak Frumin and Daria Platonova in their essay for this vol-
ume, also became germane and prominent in China.1 Despite a nationwide suspen-
sion during the Cultural Revolution between 1966 and 1976, this system remained 
paramount until the turn of 1980s, when China commenced Deng Xiaoping’s  
“Reform and Opening Up.”2 Varying institutions then started merging to create 
universities where the humanities attempted again to play a role. Since the 1990s, 
science and technology have been generally accepted as primary forces to deliver 
productivity. Yet as human-centered goals for undergraduates have gained sway 
in Chinese higher education (for example, becoming “persons of quality” and 
“well-rounded citizens”), there has also been a growing interest in investing in 
the liberal arts as a compelling resource to understand, guide, and critically en-
gage the unfolding social changes and global momentum.  In the words of Teri 
A. Cannon and Stephen M. Kosslyn, as we are educating the future “leaders, cre-
ators, problem-solvers, and innovators,” who must have at their disposal wider 
perspectives and more diverse experiences, it is essential that we cross established 
academic boundaries and other barriers that separate research, classroom learn-
ing, and social intervention.3 For myself and my like-minded colleagues, the lib-
eral arts make up an indispensable component of this new drive.

ShanghaiTech University seized a unique moment to launch its vision and pro-
grams by answering the call for intensifying scientific and technological research, 
and for nurturing talents in the interest of innovation. A small research institu-
tion geared toward international competitiveness, ShanghaiTech broke ground 
in 2013 and completed construction in 2016. The three main divisions in sciences 
and technologies are the Schools of Information Science and Technology, Physical 
Science and Technology, and Life Science and Technology. These schools are not 
further separated into departments. The Schools of Creativity and Arts and of En-
trepreneurship and Management followed next, with the creation of the Institute 
of Humanities in 2019. The university is near several national research facilities, 
in particular the X-ray Free Electron Laser Facility and the Shanghai Clinical Re-
search Center, both under construction. Our objective is to set up an educational- 
research complex that combines the strengths of an academic institution and its 
neighboring national research facilities, comparable in general profile to Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley’s Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory; Stanford’s 
SLAC National Accelerator Laboratory; the University of Chicago’s Argonne  
National Laboratory; and Oxford University’s Diamond Light Source in the Unit-
ed Kingdom.

ShanghaiTech’s undergraduate education receives its inspiration from the 
whole-person approach that goes beyond mere career preparations. Our STEM 
programs and HASS programs (humanities, arts, and social sciences) are arranged 
so that they mutually reinforce and are organically encompassed in the univer-
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sity’s comprehensive curriculum. It is by the strength of this infrastructure that 
ShanghaiTech looks forward to bringing forth graduates that are intellectually 
independent, aesthetically sensitive, and informed by in-depth understanding of 
both their home culture and global transformations, to become at once malleable 
and creative in responding to a complex and unpredictable world of infinite and 
constant changes. The ShanghaiTech undergraduate degree keeps to a minimum 
of one hundred forty credit hours, with a mandate from the Chinese Ministry of 
Education to lower the number of credit hours and strengthen the teaching con-
tent that each credit hour delivers (Figure 1). 

Seventy-six credits of the total required credits (or about 54 percent) are as-
signed to general education (gen ed) courses, half of which are in natural sciences 
and engineering, and the other half belong to the humanities, arts, and social sci-
ences. Fifty-five credit hours, accounting for 39 percent of the total credits, rep-
resent the courses required by the students’ respective majors. And the last 7 per-
cent are allocated for electives of the student’s choice, as long as they don’t over-
lap with courses that satisfy the student’s major or gen ed requirements. Among 
China’s tech universities, ShanghaiTech belongs to a very few that have assigned 
such a high percentage of classes to general education. ShanghaiTech started re-
cruiting graduate students in 2013 and the first class of undergraduates was en-
rolled in 2014. This year, we reached an enrollment of 6,067 (about 4,000 graduate 
students and 2,000 undergraduates). Over the years, as a part of our international 
strategies, we deployed a 3+1 exchange program to allow undergraduate students 
to spend a year abroad, so at graduation, about one-third of our students have ac-
quired international experience via this program and others, such as summer re-
search and internships.4 Our partners for this program include University of Cal-
ifornia, Berkeley; Harvard; MIT; University of Pennsylvania; University of Illi-
nois at Urbana-Champaign; and a number of others. In addition, our top college 
graduates have been accepted at many of the world’s best research universities for 
training for advanced degrees.

As we explore effective measures to grow liberal arts at ShanghaiTech, we face 
several challenges. For instance, how do we create a liberal arts curriculum within 
a technology-focused university that has a mandate from the Chinese Ministry of 
Education to limit the number of credit hours? We are making difficult choices 
as we increase the proportion of HASS classes without raising the current total of 
credit hours. In the meantime, we are addressing challenges that involve  teaching 
and the building of a liberal arts faculty. These colleagues’ classes are mostly list-
ed as part of the gen ed requirement, to which students are often less passionately 
dedicated than the required courses for their majors. Plus, our liberal arts profes-
sors have to make long-term career plans without their own degree students for 
the time being. More generally, in addition to an overly rigorous crediting mecha-
nism that often encourages inflexible and run-of-the mill course design, our edu-
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cational system is also encumbered by dated pedagogy and unnecessary subdivi-
sions within disciplines.

There are also complexities of a social nature. Despite the widening endorse-
ment of college-level liberal arts education, much of China’s current secondary 
teaching is still heavily focused on performance on the national college entrance 
examination, which represents a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to change the 
social trajectory for many students, especially those from economically disad-
vantaged backgrounds. College education must offer students a supportive en-
vironment where they can access the resources they need to become active and 
independent lifelong learners. At ShanghaiTech, we must attend to the needs of 
a unique cohort of science and technology students whose reading, writing, and 
general communication skills are often inadequate. Besides, any institution of 
higher education that passes muster these days must embrace a global vision, and 
yet we cannot dodge challenges that arise from the differences between Chinese 
and Western cultures. In the province of STEM education, this may be addressed 
with greater readiness, since hard sciences follow hard rules. In arts and human-
ities, however, it is less clear how to approach the abundant uncertainties and 
disagreements.

Figure 1
Undergraduate Credit Composition at ShanghaiTech University

Requirements for general education credits in the science and technologies include mathemat-
ics, physics, chemistry, biology, and information technology. General education credits for the 
humanities, arts, and social sciences include coursework such as the Civilization Series, Design 
Thinking, and Introduction to Economics. There are eleven undergraduate degree programs 
at ShanghaiTech. The above distributions may vary slightly between majors. Source: Author’s 
compilation of data from ShanghaiTech University.
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To address these impediments, we have taken on the task of reducing the num-
ber of required classes at ShanghaiTech, thus yielding more room for student op-
tions. Our undergraduate programs give particular weight to a “broadly based 
and in-depth” pedagogical framework, tending toward interdisciplinary course 
planning, small class sizes, as well as interaction and openness in learning. Faculty 
members from different schools and research institutes collaborate extensively to 
train students, so the students can learn to best anticipate and cater to particular 
needs in breadth and depth. More recently, we have also revamped our English pro-
gram to infuse language education with other gen ed components in the human-
ities, so that students may, for instance, read Shakespeare and nineteenth-century 
American authors in the untranslated original. We have created cross-listed class-
es such as “Climate Change and Human Society” and “Ethics in the Development 
of Information Science and Technology.” To foster individual growth, we have 
implemented a more balanced system in undergraduate teaching and crediting, 
giving students more autonomy in choosing majors and taking classes at different 
schools, levels, and disciplines according to their interest, after fulfilling designat-
ed prerequisites. And rounding off our efforts at educational reform, Shanghai- 
Tech is now among the first Chinese universities to offer the Civilization Series 
(Chinese Civilization, World Civilization, and Evolution of Science and Tech- 
nology) as part of the core curriculum. Chinese Civilization, for instance, is  taught 
in our Institute of Humanities, which has hired more than forty tenure- and teach-
ing-track professors from across the globe. In developing this cotaught course, my 
colleagues at the Institute have stayed away from a staid chronological approach, 
and have made a point to teach thematically and in English, so that the class may 
be taken by international students (see Table 1 for a sample syllabus).

As higher education is more than what happens within the confines of lecture 
halls, most of our classes now carry not only in-session discussions, but also sub-
stantial lab or practice components. In addition, one of our major initiatives is 
the introduction of residential colleges to the campus experience. Although, ac-
cording to Pericles Lewis, “in the United States . . . there has been a long tradition 
of residential education,” the residential college system has yet to see extensive 
adoption among Chinese institutions.5 ShanghaiTech has put together three such 
colleges, each with its distinctive identity and appeal. All full-time professors par-
ticipate as mentors to give students the needed extracurricular, individual support 
in work and life. And every undergraduate student at the university receives such 
mentorship. The key program that brings the three residential colleges together is 
the “social immersion” that facilitates the students’ appreciation of what goes on 
outside their immediate academic and personal existence. For about two weeks, 
our undergrads travel and reside in the hinterland or in ethnic minority regions, 
getting firsthand experience of pressing issues such as ecology, cultural heritage, 
and educational equity, but also to benefit from such traditional counsel as “that 
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Table 1
Sample Syllabus for the “Chinese Civilization” Course at  
ShanghaiTech University

Source: Author’s compilation of data from ShanghaiTech University.

Theme Key Content Theme Key Content

Introduction Defining key terms 
such as Chinese-
ness and the Chinese 
civilization

Theme 6: 
Education 

The evolution of  
educational insti-
tutions, and the in-
fluence of Civil Ser-
vice Examination 

Theme 1:  
Climate, Geography,  
and Boundary 
Changes

Ancient China and 
its neighbors:  
How China’s  
interactions with  
the “others”  
(re-)shaped the  
Chinese civilization

Theme 7:  
China and the 
World

The tianxia (all- 
under-heaven) 
concept and the  
interactions be-
tween China and 
the world

Theme 2:  
Political Institutions 
in Ancient China 

Changes and con-
tinuities in the 
Chinese political 
institutions

Theme 8:  
Literature and 
Arts in Ancient 
China

Themes in Chinese 
literature

Theme 3: 
Chinese 
Philosophies 

Themes in Chinese 
philosophies

Theme 9:  
Technology and  
Science in China

Science and the  
differences be-
tween science and  
technology in  
Chinese history 

Buddhism and its  
impact on Chinese 
culture, society,  
social values, philos-
ophies, and politics

Theme 4:  
Social and  
Institutional History

Women and gender 
in Chinese history

Theme 10:  
The Arts and 
Theatre 

Music, drama, 
painting, calligra-
phy, and philoso-
phies of art

Theme 5:  
Economic  
Institutions and 
Developments

The theory of Great 
Divergence and its 
revisions

Theme 11:  
Everyday Life of 
the Chinese people

Popular religions,  
social practices, and 
folklore
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which is of no immediate use often sees wider use.”6 Mentorship regarding stu-
dent entrepreneurial explorations is also provided. In short, at ShanghaiTech, my  
colleagues and I embrace the conviction that working through diverse value sys-
tems, cultural perspectives, and social practices activates rather than dampens 
students’ creative and critical spirit. It helps them know the country and their 
world better, and themselves too.

Over the millennia of human growth, nations and ethnic groups gave birth to 
local civilizations with particular characters and distinctions, and together they 
also created the global human civilization in all its splendid richness and diversi-
ty. It is by the strength of this global vision that our college students are making 
discoveries about common values and participating in the creation of a shared hu-
man destiny. Technological advances, such as artificial intelligence, will no doubt 
transform the makeup of the human enterprise by drastically modifying, if not to-
tally replacing, our physical and mental access to the goals we want to accomplish. 
What is to become the next chapter of this ancient and young civilization of ours? 
The wisdoms yielded by humanist achievements so far certainly keep us ground-
ed regarding a future of gripping uncertainties. Meanwhile, the humanist curric-
ula of today’s higher education testify to the enduring power of human creativity.
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Valuing & Defending the Arts  
in Hong Kong

Mette Hjort

Focusing on a period of just over two decades (1997–2023), this essay charts how 
the most salient approaches to valuing and defending the arts in Hong Kong reflect 
the changing political circumstances of the city. I select two approaches for close 
analysis. Emphasizing the private and public value of the arts, the first approach 
reflects efforts to reinvent Hong Kong in the wake of the handover to the People’s 
Republic of China in 1997. Influenced by significant social unrest in 2014 and 2019, 
and by the introduction of the National Security Law in 2020, the second approach 
seeks protection for the arts through collaboration with the sciences. The exceptional 
conditions that Hong Kong offers for meaningful arts-related work are identified to 
facilitate international comparisons.

In the West, the past few decades have witnessed growing challenges for proj-
ects aimed at valuing and defending the arts in higher education, the wider 
environment in countries such as Denmark or those in the United Kingdom 

being defined by a significant degree of government skepticism (some would say 
hostility) toward arts subjects.1 During much of the same period, the situation 
in Hong Kong was very different. To understand some of the key differences, we 
must look to the process of reinventing Hong Kong following its return to the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1997, and to how new aspirations for the city cre-
ated a fertile terrain for arts subjects within the universities. In the wake of the 
so-called handover (from the United Kingdom to the PRC), the need to imagine a 
new postcolonial identity for a city that was to be fully absorbed into the “Moth-
erland” after a period of fifty years (by 2046) became a persistent preoccupation 
for business leaders, civil servants and the government, teachers and scholars, 
filmmakers and artists, and, not least, young students.2 

While Hong Kong’s role as a global financial center featured centrally in 
well-accepted characterizations of the city-state prior to 1997, the post-handover 
era witnessed a series of ambitious attempts, both at the grassroots level and at 
more official levels, to develop a more capacious conception of what life in Hong 
Kong could be. In postcolonial Hong Kong, artists who had turned their backs on 
traditionally preferred occupations in the financial sector came together to forge 
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spaces for the making and appreciation of art. Thus, for example, they occupied 
empty warehouses in previously industrialized areas such as Fotan in the New Ter-
ritories, creating studio spaces, inexpensive living spaces, and open studio events 
that imbued local art and the life of artmaking with a tangible and even utopic 
sense of value.3 As for the circles of affluence and government decision-making, 
the thinking was that Hong Kong’s new identity would provide cultural or artistic 
opportunities (as well as those purely related to business) to live rewarding, pur-
poseful lives. 

Indeed, the reinvention of Hong Kong has been closely linked to such strik-
ing infrastructure projects as the West Kowloon Cultural District. Launched by 
the Hong Kong government in 2008 and spanning forty hectares of reclaimed 
land, the West Kowloon Cultural District is known as “one of the largest cultural 
projects in the world, blending together art, education, open space, hotel, office 
and residential developments, and retail, dining and entertainment facilities.”4 
Among them was M+, a museum of visual culture and more, as its inaugural di-
rector, Lars Nittve, liked to call it, which opened on November 12, 2021, uniting 
Hong Kongers exhausted by political divisions and protests, and by the rigors of 
COVID-19 protocols, in an exuberant embrace of art.5 Other arts-related sites and 
venues in the West Kowloon Cultural District include the Arts Pavilion, the Art 
Park, Freespace, the Hong Kong Palace Museum, and the Xiqu Centre devoted to 
traditional Chinese opera.

Banker, businessman, and politician Bernard Chan has been a consistently in-
fluential spokesperson for a culturally and artistically oriented Hong Kong. Chan 
served as a member of the legislative council from 1997 to 2008 and as the non- 
official convenor of the executive council from 2017 to 2022, and since 2022, he has 
been chair of M+. Because of a serious illness during his youth, Chan opted for a 
fine arts education at Pomona College, a liberal arts university in California, where 
he developed his own distinctive painterly style based on pointillist techniques. It 
is telling that during a crucial period of Hong Kong’s reinvention, a liberal arts 
graduate occupied key roles of power and influence in the Special Administrative 
Region of Hong Kong. One of these roles, chairman of the council of Lingnan Uni-
versity, the liberal arts university of Hong Kong, had direct implications for the 
issue of valuing and defending the arts in Hong Kong. More generally, the influ-
ence of Chan and like-minded legislators had a decisive impact on higher edu-
cation. Among other things, the universities were encouraged to nurture the lo-
cal talent that the West Kowloon Cultural District needed. The University Grants 
Committee (UGC), a body consisting of local and nonlocal members who joint-
ly determine funding mechanisms and policymaking for the eight government- 
funded universities in Hong Kong, issued the call for new programs in 2004. 

External developments, such as the West Kowloon Cultural District, set the 
stage for valuing and defending the arts within Hong Kong’s university sector in the 
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post-handover era. Yet, the story to be told about the place of the arts within Hong 
Kong’s universities is not an entirely straightforward one. Political conflict about 
issues of democracy and the pressures from the PRC’s concerns and interests have 
complicated matters. Consistent with the launch of the West Kowloon Cultural 
District project, the scope for demonstrating and defending the value of the arts in 
Hong Kong’s universities between 1997 and 2014 was considerable. However, in the 
wake of the civil disobedience movement of 2014, the anti-extradition movement 
of 2019, and the introduction of the National Security Law in 2020, the value of arts 
and humanities subjects and studio-based programs became far more ambiguous, 
and the task of defending all these within a university setting much more complex.6

The civil disobedience movement of 2014, which is known as both “Occupy 
Central with Love and Peace” and the “Umbrella Movement,” was to a significant 
extent a secondary school and university phenomenon, initiated and sustained by 
students and their teachers or professors. Protesters from liberal arts backgrounds 
with commitments to arts and humanities fields were especially well-represented 
in the movement, as compared, say, with those coming from business or finance. 
Graduation ceremonies at the government-funded universities became theatri-
cal performances that inevitably highlighted ideological contrasts, opposition-
al mentalities rather than political indifference, or even outright support for the 
government. At Lingnan University, graduates in cultural studies walked across 
the stage in combat gear while brandishing large yellow umbrellas and demon-
stratively ignoring the ceremonial requirement of respect for the chief executive’s 
delegate, none other than the aforementioned Bernard Chan. Graduates from the 
business faculty behaved quite differently, being content to follow the usual pro-
tocols with the expected respect. The contrast and underlying political preferenc-
es were not lost on the government, and it is fair to say that the Legislative Council 
of Hong Kong has been somewhat skeptical about arts and humanities subjects 
since 2014, and reserved about those who make it their mission to defend them. 

In considering these two periods–the one more hospitable to the arts (1997–
2014), and the other less so (2015–2023)–two quite different strategies for 
valuing and defending the arts in Hong Kong universities become apparent.7 

Grounded in the increasingly favorable conditions of the first period, one strategy 
adopted by those engaged in arts fields was to foreground both the public and the 
private value of the arts in their own right. Embracing self-understandings that 
emphasized contributions to public value, arts educators and practitioners in the 
universities claimed to be doing their part to imagine a spiritually richer Hong 
Kong by building a diverse and far larger cultural sector, while developing the nec-
essary educational ecology to sustain it. In terms of private value, the rationale of-
fered for the arts had to do with the qualitative difference that art would make to 
the lives of those who were touched by it, through engagement in actual artistic 
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practices or in the critical study of the arts, or by exercising the acquired capacity 
to become involved meaningfully with the arts during moments of culturally in-
formed leisure. 

Arguments that considered both the public and private value of the arts res-
onated within the universities because of Hong Kong’s far-reaching attempt to 
reform its university education in light of “the overall aims of education for the 
twenty-first century.”8 The Education Commission released a policy document 
in 2000 that outlined the parameters for a significant transformation of Hong 
Kong’s education sector within a little more than a decade.9 Supported and im-
plemented in September 2012 with a “one-off $550 million non-capital provision 
for the UGC-funded” universities, the so-called 3/3/4 reform mandated by the Ed-
ucation Commission encouraged a dramatic emphasis across Hong Kong’s uni-
versity sector on whole-person education, general education, internationaliza-
tion, co-curricular learning, and service-learning–developments that are broadly 
consistent with liberal arts traditions.10 The result was a context in which the arts 
and humanities could thrive, and where robust articulations of their value could 
be met with broad support. The contrast with other jurisdictions was striking. At a 
time when governments in the West were increasingly challenging the value of an 
arts and humanities education, Hong Kong’s UGC was urging the creation of new 
programs in subject areas such as visual studies. 

The strategy of appreciating and defending the arts by showcasing their public 
and private value is evident in one of the submissions received in response to the 
committee’s call for programs in visual studies (the call was issued by the UGC in 
2004 with the goal of fostering and developing the talent that would be needed in 
the West Kowloon Cultural District). Consistent with its liberal arts mission and 
vision, Lingnan University bid for the right to offer a new bachelor’s program in 
visual studies in 2004, and in 2005 launched an interdisciplinary liberal arts–style 
program with a strong emphasis on philosophical aesthetics, environmental aes-
thetics, film and media studies, and art history. 

Recognizing the diversity of students’ talents in keeping with the theory of 
multiple intelligences, the program introduced a substantial component of stu-
dio practice in 2005.11 Studio practice was seen as a means of supporting less ac-
ademically inclined learners, a matter of some significance given that Lingnan 
University typically recruits students from low-income backgrounds who are the 
first in the family to attend university. To support the elements of studio practice 
and, just as important, to assist with the project of articulating the value of visual 
studies, Lingnan University introduced an artist-in-residence program in 2006. 
Requested by academic staff in visual studies, this initiative was made possible 
by the visionary commitments of then Vice Chancellor Edward Chen, a Keynes-
ian economist of humble background and stellar accomplishments who fully un-
derstood how education can transform lives (Chen was Oxford-educated). Chen 
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provided initial funding for the artist-in-residence program, and additional fund-
ing was soon secured on a competitive basis from the Lingnan Foundation, then 
based at Yale University. 

The approach taken for the artist-in-residence program captures the dimensions 
of public and private value that merit attention. Two artists were recruited each 
year, one local, the other nonlocal, with the goal of nurturing local talent and build-
ing bridges, through culture and art, to other parts of the world. Thus, for example, 
Kenyan sculptor Elkana Ong’Esa joined Lingnan University for a semester, during 
which time young students from Hong Kong’s most deprived neighborhoods pro-
duced sculptures through a life-changing process of intercultural collaboration.12 

In terms of the strategy of valuing and defending the arts, the most significant 
principle of selection was the community-oriented nature of the artists’ propos-
als for the exhibition that they would mount as part of their residency. Regardless 
of their fame, artists with a singular focus on their own creativity were not seen as 
contenders for the program. Instead, the program recruited artists who were in-
tent not only on transforming the lives of students through studio practice but on 
bringing art to the wider community. For example, environmental artist Lai Wai 
Yi (Monti) invited the entire (extended) Lingnan University community into the 
multipurpose studio to create a mural that resonated with the distinctive exter-
nal mosaic walls of Hong Kong’s new housing estates, the familiar environments 
of low-cost housing in Hong Kong.13 The whole community was involved, and as 
art touched the lives of students, teachers, researchers, professional services staff, 
administrators, donors, and even the young children of this Lingnan family, the 
case was made for the value of art. Participants understood the public value of arts 
programs, and their connection to Hong Kong’s transformation. They similarly 
understood, through lived experience, the personal or private value of engaging 
with the world of creative expression. 

The second strategy for valuing and defending the arts is informed by the reality 
of the government’s less trusting stance on liberal arts subjects and practices from 
2014 onward. In essence, it involves the integration of the arts into large interdis-
ciplinary undertakings that feature science and technology to a significant degree. 
These disciplinary spheres, at some distance from the arts and humanities, attract 
inherently trustworthy academics with little inclination to use the university as a 
platform for political action. To value and defend the arts in this context is to show 
that technological developments and their applications–for example, the ever more 
pervasive presence of artificial intelligence in everyday life–call for perspectives in-
formed by the arts. It is a matter of demonstrating that the arts are open to change, 
informed by the innovations of science and technology, and of proving that when 
appropriately integrated into interdisciplinary undertakings involving the sciences, 
the arts can be sufficiently neutral to clear the successive rounds of government vet-
ting that large resource-intensive projects entail. 
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Much like the first strategy, this second one sits comfortably within the context 
of conditions created by policymakers. More specifically, in her policy address of 
2020, then chief executive of Hong Kong Carrie Lam made a commitment to the 
development of the art-tech sector in Hong Kong, a pledge backed by a substan-
tial injection of HK$100 million (approximately US$12 million), which would en-
courage university presidents and vice chancellors to pursue funding for the arts 
through art-tech schemes, and inspire proponents of the arts to reimagine their 
research or practice in light of the possibilities afforded by technology. In this con-
text, valuing and defending the arts is often about demonstrating a capacity to en-
gage in team-based work across the divide that novelist and physical chemist C. P. 
Snow called “two cultures.”14 

Under the leadership of President and Vice Chancellor Alexander Ping-kong 
Wai, Hong Kong Baptist University (HKBU) offers a good example of how univer-
sities are responding to the emphasis on art tech. A physicist recruited to HKBU in 
2021 from a role as provost at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University, Wai has been 
keen to establish HKBU as a leader in the art-tech space. In 2021–2022, Wai led a 
transnational team of computer scientists, new media artists, and film scholars at 
HKBU, City University of Hong Kong, and the Swiss Federal Institute of Technol-
ogy Lausanne to develop a bid for funding from the Innovation and Technology 
Fund (ITF).15 Entitled “Future Cinema Systems: Next-Generation Art Technol-
ogies,” and focusing on the work of the celebrated new media artist Jeffrey Shaw 
and the contributions of the equally well-established digital museologist Sarah 
Kenderdine, the project was awarded almost HK$35.5 million in 2022. 

Unsurprisingly, given the size of the award, the vetting undertaken by the ITF 
was vigorous, detailed, and time-consuming. With Shaw collaborating with West 
Kowloon’s Palace Museum (in the context of its inaugural exhibition), the value 
of “Future Cinema Systems” was well-understood by important opinion leaders 
within and close to the government, in addition to members of the ITF’s panel of 
assessors (all of whom are also well known to the government). The trust afforded 
to this arts project stems from the sheer size of the investment, with all the nec-
essary checks and balances, and from the staunch support of science-based advo-
cates at the highest level of the university, a level that is itself subject to the most 
rigorous of vetting processes (including, informally, from the Liaison Office of the 
Central People’s Government in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region). 

In evoking these two strategies, the first focused on the intrinsic value of the 
arts, the second on the ability of the arts to draw on and expand the sphere of ap-
plication for science and technology, I do not mean to suggest that no other ap-
proaches have been adopted during the timeframes in question. But these two 
ways of valuing and defending the arts are especially salient in and particular to 
the Hong Kong landscape. Some of its unique characteristics are ultimately trace-
able to the dramatic political conflicts of 2014, 2019, and 2020–that is, to struggles 
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over citizenship and democracy, and to assumptions about arts and science fields 
as, respectively, sources of upheaval and compliance or quietist support.

To take seriously the project of valuing and defending the arts in Hong Kong 
today is to be mindful of what would count as success in the years to come. 
It is important to acknowledge that no single measure will suffice, given 

the extent to which the project is variously distributed across the higher-education  
sector in Hong Kong. More specifically, each of the government-funded univer-
sities in Hong Kong operates within the parameters of a clearly defined role, the 
government’s aim being to support an education sector that is well-differentiated  
and properly balanced. Some of the universities are more technically oriented 
(such as The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, and The Hong 
Kong Polytechnic University), while others have a liberal arts focus (for instance, 
Lingnan University, Hong Kong Baptist University). Some are comprehensive, of-
fering a full range of programs, including degrees in law and the medical sciences 
(for example, University of Hong Kong, Chinese University of Hong Kong), while 
others focus on tailored instruction for specialized vocations (Education Univer-
sity of Hong Kong). 

The government is committed to a sector in which the universities (each with 
an agreed role) balance cross-institutional collaboration with a recurring com-
petition for resources. Given role differentiation, the criteria for measuring suc-
cess in valuing and defending the arts cannot be identical across the sector. Rath-
er than focus on the success criteria of only one or two arts-heavy environments, 
we might usefully consider a composite picture of success across Hong Kong and 
its education sector, with each institution playing a contributing role. Referring 
to the attitudes, values, and actions of the government of Hong Kong, decision- 
makers in the cultural sector, parents, donors, and senior management teams 
within universities, it is fair to say that the project of variously valuing and defend-
ing the arts in Hong Kong will be successful if the following picture rings true: 

 • The policy addresses of the Chief Executive (CE) of Hong Kong. The cultural, eco-
nomic, and social contributions made by the arts are acknowledged through 
clearly specified aspirations in the CE’s annual address, a significant event 
that essentially establishes the “performance indicators” for the Hong Kong 
government, and its “deliverables” as a special administrative region of the 
People’s Republic of China. An example is the reference in Carrie Lam’s pol-
icy address of November 25, 2020, in which she identified art and technology 
as a priority area for the government.16

 • The schemes of the University Grants Committee and Research Grants Council. The 
funding schemes that shape the internal priorities of the universities rec-
ognize the value of the arts, providing well-funded opportunities to nur-
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ture artistic talent, the skills needed to support a thriving cultural sector, 
teaching innovation, and excellent (practice-based) research in the arts and 
humanities.

 • Role differentiation across the higher-education sector. Support for the more arts- 
intensive universities in Hong Kong is strong. The parameters for competi-
tion across the sector are defined in ways that do not unfairly disadvantage 
the less science-intensive institutions.

 • Parents’ support for degree programs in the arts and humanities. As the role played 
by liberal arts, whole-person, and values-based education in enabling grad-
uates to live lives of “consequence, inquiry and accomplishment” is increas-
ingly recognized, parents support their children’s pursuit of an education 
in the arts.17

 • Donors’ earmarking of gifts for arts-related projects. Nonprofit, charitable orga-
nizations such as the Tin Ka Ping Foundation continue to support values- 
based educational projects in the arts and humanities.18

 • Power and voice within the universities. Arts and humanities fields are well- 
represented at the highest level of executive management (president and 
vice chancellor, provost, vice presidents, and associate vice presidents). 
Public figures appointed to the courts and councils, the highest levels of uni-
versity governance, include individuals of remarkable achievement whose 
contributions reflect a strong commitment to the arts.

 • Academic freedom, censorship, and self-censorship. The culture of debate, con-
sensus building, and academic governance is protected by visionary univer-
sity leaders whose integrity, probity, and pragmatism allow them to defend 
academic and artistic freedoms in circumstances of scrutiny and constraint.

 • Interdisciplinary teams, grand challenges, and “wicked problems.” Far from being 
marginalized, arts and humanities scholars and arts practitioners are en-
couraged to participate in team-based initiatives aimed at advancing goals 
such as the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (currently the 
case at Lingnan University and increasingly the case at Hong Kong Baptist 
University).

 • Demonstrating the value of the arts to society through community-oriented peda-
gogies and practices. Teachers, scholars, and practitioners of the arts under-
stand and support the principles of service-learning, community engage-
ment, and knowledge exchange.19 

 • Students’ success. Graduates of the arts and humanities continue to demon-
strate a capacity to establish deeply meaningful career paths, both in Hong 
Kong and internationally.
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 • Telling the stories. Through the efforts of the Hong Kong Academy of the 
Humanities, donors, and the liberal arts universities in Hong Kong, the 
achievements of remarkable arts and humanities graduates are noticed and 
celebrated through widely told stories that highlight these individuals’ cre-
ativity, adaptability, collaborative mindsets, and purpose-driven commit-
ment to civic values rising far above narrow self-interest.

It is telling that none of these elements of a composite picture of success are 
entirely absent (and thus merely aspirational) in Hong Kong. In this sense, the 
path to success already exists. That said, there is room for a greater degree of com-
mitment for galvanizing efforts in some of these areas. 

Regarding censorship, there are growing concerns about academic and artistic 
freedoms in Hong Kong, the full ramifications of the National Security Law being 
a natural driver of censorship and self-censorship. And yet there are also reasons 
for optimism. Countless examples of what remains possible in Hong Kong could 
be adduced, but two highly suggestive ones suffice to make the point about the still 
significant scope for agency. 

First, the opening of the M+ museum in 2021 provided Hong Kong residents 
with access to media mogul Uli Sigg’s remarkable collection of Chinese art, and 
more specifically to thought- and discussion-provoking China-focused works that 
can hardly be described as risk averse or banally innocent. Second, supported by 
grants from the Leisure and Cultural Services Department of Hong Kong and Hong 
Kong Baptist University (in addition to non-local funding from such sources as the 
Guggenheim Foundation in the United States and the Gulbenkian Foundation in 
Portugal), American-Russian composer Eugene Birman has been able, as a peripa-
tetic artist and Hong Kong academic, to produce the most uncompromising artis-
tic work without sidelong glances at censors or the mobilization of internal pro-
cesses of self-censorship. Based on more than five hundred anonymized interviews 
with “ordinary Russians and those living in neighboring countries,” Birman’s doc-
umentary opera entitled Russia: Today (the UK premiere was held at King’s Place 
in London in 2023, and sung by EXAUDI) explores the “complexities and contra-
dictions of contemporary Russia” with an honesty so unrelenting that the work 
cannot be performed in Russia.20 This meaningful, deeply moving work was to a 
significant extent made possible by Hong Kong.

Concerns about various freedoms in Hong Kong appear at times to have be-
come less acute among academics and artists following the departure of Carrie 
Lam (whose time in office challenged the One Country, Two Systems arrange-
ment, arguably for reasons having more to do with personality than ideology or 
politics). Artists and academics who once saw their own departure from Hong 
Kong as imminent currently speak of a continued loyalty for the city that is, or has 
become, their home.21
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While there is a clear contrast to be drawn between the two periods dis-
cussed above, it is important, especially within the context of glob-
al debates about the relative merits of different educational philos-

ophies, types of universities, and funding regimes, to draw attention to a very 
significant element of continuity. Hong Kong’s government-funded universi-
ties, across the entire timeframe under consideration here, offered remarkable 
conditions of employment. While casualization, precarity, and modest salaries 
shape the reality of many who choose to work in higher education in the United  
Kingdom–witness the significant strike activity of 2022 and 2023 organized by the 
University and Colleges Union in support, among other things, of better pay and 
more manageable workloads–the same cannot be said of Hong Kong.22 Scholars 
and teachers in Hong Kong who are engaged in valuing and defending the arts are 
typically on a tenure track or already tenured. To be employed by a Hong Kong 
university, irrespective of field, is to enjoy a generous salary, modest taxation rate, 
and a gratuity more or less equivalent in size to the taxes owed. Additional bene-
fits such as health insurance and housing (or a housing allowance) accompany the 
basic package, creating the peace of mind to be fully immersed in core activities. 
At the time of their recruitment, academics are offered sizeable research initiation 
grants, the aim being to facilitate research endeavors as these new colleagues pre-
pare to apply for widely available, generous external funding.

The favorable conditions generally enjoyed by Hong Kong academics warrant 
additional comment. Salaries in the university sector were previously linked to 
those in the civil service. For example, an elite university such as the University of 
Hong Kong once served the role of providing a steady flow of talent for highly cov-
eted positions in the colonial government. University salaries were unlinked from 
the civil service scale in 2004, paving the way for the possibility of greater variations 
of remuneration consistent with the principles of market demand.23 Preparations 
for the launch of four-year degree programs (the aforementioned 3/3/4 reform) in-
cluded the recruitment of a sizeable number of academics, the vast majority of them 
from institutions outside Hong Kong. At the time, generous packages were seen as 
consistent with Hong Kong’s ambition to attract the “best and the brightest,” name-
ly, to compete successfully with leading institutions around the world.

Every now and then, an influential person (for example, Regina Ip, founder 
and chairperson of the New People’s Party) floats thoughts about recruiting ex-
tensively from China (where academic salaries are significantly lower) or about 
mirroring the nine-month salary arrangement adopted by some universities in 
the United States. To date, proposals along these lines have failed to gain any real 
traction, and there is no indication that this situation will change any time soon. 
Ambitious on behalf of its university sector and aware of the benefits of global re-
cruitment (which encompasses returning Hong Kong natives and overseas schol-
ars originally from the People’s Republic of China), the Hong Kong government’s 
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commitment to attracting and retaining talent is reflected in a stable and generous 
funding regime for the public universities.

A second striking element of continuity is that the basic administrative sys-
tems related to running a university in Hong Kong are not maximally delegated to 
academics as they are, for example, in many universities in the United Kingdom. A 
striking feature of the Hong Kong university system is the presence of a large num-
ber of well-trained support or professional services staff, all of them in secure posts and 
well-versed in the systems that allow a complex organization to function smooth-
ly. The Hong Kong sector offers a well-differentiated, stable institutional environ-
ment that limits the number of so-called “direct reports” to a realistic number 
consistent with the best practices of other sectors. The excellence of the working 
conditions enjoyed by academics in Hong Kong is not a trivial matter, impacting 
what teachers and researchers engaged in valuing and defending the arts are actu-
ally able to do. Well-supported in a whole host of ways, these Hong Kong academ-
ics are in the enviable position, within certain constraints, to be able to pursue a 
wide variety of freely defined initiatives that are innovative, time-consuming, and 
resource intensive. For those working in the arts and humanities, such initiatives 
typically count as compelling articulations of the value of the arts. 

Finally, in Hong Kong, a graduate’s success is not solely measured by their 
earnings, and certainly not the earnings shortly after graduation. The United 
Kingdom offers a contrasting case, in which the government uses the salaries of 
graduates fifteen months after their date of graduation to determine whether a 
degree program has value or offers value for money. As University of Lincoln Vice 
Chancellor Neal Juster cogently argues, this shortsighted approach to determin-
ing the value of an education reflects a profound misunderstanding of the way in 
which meaningful, purpose-driven life paths are forged, just as it overlooks the ex-
tent to which salaries vary on a regional basis.24 Hong Kong offers a different way 
of thinking about the value of an education, including in the arts, one that resists 
the idea that educational value can be made to conform to a single monetary stan-
dard. In Hong Kong, the traditional ideals of the literati and principles of Confu-
cian learning–all of which emphasize values other than the purely instrumental 
or pecuniary–have effectively protected the special administrative region from 
some of the more damaging attacks on the arts and humanities seen in the West. 
By the same token, these ideals and principles, most of them widely accepted by 
those enjoying affluence and power in Hong Kong, provide an environment where 
the liberal arts–for present purposes, the study of the arts and humanities and the 
practice of a given art–are given genuine opportunities to develop. 

In sum, when it comes to the story of the liberal arts, Hong Kong offers a good 
deal of hope and inspiration, even in a post-handover era. In Hong Kong, arts- 
related work is not seen as a form of labor that can be heavily discounted on ac-
count of the joys and pleasures of inherently meaningful creative activities or the 
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allegedly trivial nature of the pursuits. Arts-related work takes place in environ-
ments of significant infrastructural support, empowering scholars, educators, and 
practitioners to focus intensely on their core missions. Government policies ac-
knowledge the need for a multifaceted educational ecology, one where liberal arts 
institutions have a genuine role to play, based on the distinctive value of what they 
offer–for example, a broad-based education focused on learning how we learn 
best rather than learning to match acquired skills with soon to be outdated voca-
tional opportunities in the here and now. Finally, educational reforms and poli-
cies have essentially mandated the introduction of liberal arts elements into the 
offerings of all government-funded universities. General education, values-based 
education, positive education, whole-person education, and service-learning: 
all these terms are fully in play across Hong Kong’s higher-education sector. In-
asmuch as these approaches are readily traceable to liberal arts traditions, Hong 
Kong offers a compelling example of the arts being valued and defended for the 
sake of the future success of a thriving public. Hong Kong’s universities are not 
merely adopting liberal arts models but adapting them to ensure the best possible 
outcomes for their students and the city, all within the constraints of the possible. 
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endnotes
 1 The liberal arts are typically defined as encompassing the sciences, as well as the arts, hu-

manities, and fine arts. In this context, I am not concerned with the sciences, which 
need no valuing or defending in the Hong Kong context, but with arts and humanities 
subjects and related studio- or performance-based programs. 

 2 For a discussion of the “one country, two systems” concept, see William H. Overholt,  
Hong Kong: The Rise and Fall of “One Country, Two Systems” (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard  
Kennedy School, 2019), https://ash.harvard.edu/files/ash/files/overholt_hong_kong 
_paper_final.pdf.

 3 The New Territories is one of the three main regions of Hong Kong, alongside Hong Kong 
Island and the Kowloon Peninsula.

https://ash.harvard.edu/files/ash/files/overholt_hong_kong_paper_final.pdf
https://ash.harvard.edu/files/ash/files/overholt_hong_kong_paper_final.pdf
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This essay examines how universities in non-Western, non-English-speaking coun-
tries respond to global competition in higher education, where English has become 
dominant due to “linguistic imperialism.” I pose critical questions about how these 
institutions can not only endure but thrive amid global competition, and whether in-
tensified global competition has improved the quality of education. Focusing on Ja-
pan, I explore both successful and challenging aspects of globalization in its institu-
tions of higher education. While Japan achieved success in adapting during the late 
nineteenth century, the emphasis on learning foreign languages, including English, 
diminished after World War II. The Japanese case illustrates the complex trade-offs 
between ensuring educational equity and global competitiveness, and highlights the 
evolving dynamics and challenges faced by universities as well as policymakers in 
non-English-speaking countries in the global higher-education landscape. 

Global competition in higher education has intensified during the twenty- 
first century. Governments and higher-education institutions across coun-
tries around the world are competing to survive by pursuing quality inter-

national students, faculty members, and external funding. Global rankings of uni-
versities, such as the Times Higher Education World University Rankings and QS 
(Quacquarelli Symonds) World University Rankings, fuel the competition. There 
are clear advantages for institutions in English-speaking countries, particularly 
favoring the United States and the United Kingdom, partly because the value of 
English as a lingua franca is overwhelming in globalized economic competition. 
Thus, higher degrees obtained from top-ranked universities in English-speaking 
countries have become more valuable in the labor market beyond national bor-
ders, a situation sometimes referred to as the rise of a “global meritocracy.”1 

Under the “linguistic imperialism” of English, however, how can higher edu-
cation in non-English-speaking countries survive?2 Has the global competition 
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enhanced the quality of education among those countries? What does “univer-
salization,” or “Americanization,” of values in education mean to those in non- 
English-speaking countries? These questions are rarely scrutinized, in large part 
because of the taken-for-granted advantages in English-speaking countries.

To examine these questions, this essay focuses on Japan as a non-English- 
speaking country because Japanese experiences present an interesting case of suc-
cess and failure in globalization, considering that Japan underwent two phases 
of accommodation to globalization in the process of modernization. In the ear-
ly stage, Japanese higher education successfully contributed to adapting to the 
globalized world through “catch-up” modernization. In this stage, which com-
menced in the late nineteenth century, it was not difficult for Japan to accommo-
date higher education as a form of globalization, because catching up with the 
West provided unambiguous goals and measures for Japan. The Meiji government 
established higher-education institutions as a driving engine to power the catch-
up. Their primary role, as I will discuss later, was learning the advanced knowledge 
and technologies valued in the West to establish a modern industrialized nation- 
state as rapidly as possible to avoid colonization by those same Western pow-
ers. Ironically, however, since the purported “completion” of the catch-up in the 
1980s, both the government and higher-education institutions in Japan have been 
struggling. The problems come from the difficulty of setting new goals and dis-
covering appropriate and effective measures to achieve these newly defined–but 
always rather vague–objectives. 

What I herein call the post catch-up syndrome has emerged since the late twenti-
eth century, and it is clearly evident in the globalization of Japanese higher edu-
cation. I will argue that the syndrome and the suffering derive from, unexpected-
ly, Japan’s success in its earlier phase of globalization. What are the difficulties? 
And what has Japanese higher education won and lost, in terms of their educa-
tional values, through the global competition? By answering these questions, we 
get a sense of a broader story: the impact of the pressures of globalization on non- 
English-speaking countries that initiated modernization later than their West-
ern counterparts. In doing so, it becomes easier to examine some of the problems 
raised by the globalization of higher education that are frequently overlooked in 
the English-speaking world: namely, contradiction between the importance of 
equality and waning diversity in values in education.

Japan is recognized as the first non-Western country that achieved modern-
ization, and much earlier than other non-Western countries. While admit-
tedly the process was complex, this historical experience for Japan is often 

coined as simply “catch up with the West” by Japanese intellectuals and leaders.3 
The Japanese leaders at that time modeled themselves on the advanced countries 
of Western Europe and the United States and strove to catch up through emula-
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tion and innovation of Western modern systems.4 In this early stage of modern-
ization, education played a crucial role, especially the field of higher education. 
First, experts and advisors in many fields were brought from Western countries 
to teach Japan’s best and brightest young men in non-Japanese, usually European,  
languages. During the 1870s, 200 to 800 foreign advisors were employed in gov-
ernment offices, military branches, factories, and public institutions, including 
higher-education institutions, with the peak of 858 advisors in 1874. Second, the 
Japanese government sent their smartest students to universities in the Unit-
ed States, the United Kingdom, Germany, and France to learn advanced knowl-
edge and technologies. In total, approximately 550 students studied abroad for the 
first seven years of the Meiji Restoration, with 209 students going to the United 
States.5 For these students to succeed, they required a high command of foreign 
languages, particularly English, German, and French.

Learning advanced knowledge from the West was a common practice across a 
range of countries that were “late” to modernize. In countries that had been col-
onized before independence, elites had (and still have) to learn the languages of 
their suzerain nations, and they often had to study advanced knowledge in those 
languages. Even in their domestic universities, the lack of textbooks and scholar-
ly works available in their vernacular languages often made them rely on the lan-
guages of those suzerain countries, even until quite recently. In contrast, in Japan, 
vernacularization of Western advanced knowledge was realized in the very early 
stages of Japan’s modernization. Amano Ikuo, an eminent historian of Japanese 
higher education, finds that within the first two decades after the commencement 
of modernization, Japanese young men who had studied abroad began to teach 
Western knowledge in Japanese to students in Japanese higher-education institu-
tions, which were established and developed in the first three decades of modern-
ization.6 These Japanese then gradually replaced foreign teachers. Not only were 
lectures given in Japanese, but also most textbooks and many scholarly works 
were translated and written in Japanese for students and the wider public. 

There are enormous differences between Japanese and Western languages in 
their scripts (compare Roman alphabets and Japanese hiragana, kanji, and kana), 
grammatical structures (for example, Japanese uses more particles without rely-
ing on word order, unlike English in which word order is crucial to help readers 
and speakers understand different parts of speech), phonics (certain sounds ex-
ist in Western languages, but not in Japanese, and vice versa), and semantic fields 
(untranslatable terms, phrases, and idioms), all of which makes it challenging for 
Japanese students when learning Western languages.7 Despite these differences, 
the rapid Japanification of Western knowledge was a feat for this latecomer coun-
try in the globalized world during the late nineteenth century. In this regard, Jap-
anese higher education successfully adapted to the globalizing world at the ear-
ly stage of modernization. Avoiding being colonized also permitted Japan to take 
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advantages and learn from different Western nations. That is, they had time to 
determine what were the most suitable ways to establish modern institutions to 
emulate. This contrasts with former colonized countries in which the choice of 
models was influenced overwhelmingly by their suzerain countries. So, both lan-
guage and non-colonization helped Japan establish hybrid modern institutions, 
including its higher-education system, by learning from different Western coun-
tries and blending these elements with Japanese tradition.8

This Japanification of Western knowledge can also be seen in the development 
of the so-called “translation culture” (Honyaku Bunka) in Japan. In the late nine-
teenth century, for example, Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar was translated into Japa-
nese.9 In the early twentieth century, more Western literature was translated for 
the literate public. The Collected Works of World Literature gained a huge readership 
in the 1930s. The anthology included well-known authors of English, French, Ger-
man, and Russian literature, such as Shakespeare, Dickens, Goethe, Hugo, Zola, 
Tolstoy, and Dostoyevsky, among many others. The publisher of this collection 
proudly announced that, in total, five hundred eighty thousand readers had re-
served the series in advance of publication.10 That interest shows the intense de-
mand to learn, if the language barrier could be overcome. As another example, in 
the field of social sciences and Western thought, Herbert Spencer’s Social Statics was 
translated in 1881, and Karl Marx’s Das Kapital in 1924. Furthermore, the collect-
ed works of Marx and Engels were also translated into Japanese between 1928 and 
1932: one of the earliest German translations.11 Thanks to such rapid development 
of translation culture and scholarship, people who were educated completely in 
the Japanese language were able to access advanced Western knowledge, thought, 
and literature. Few other non-Western countries had such wide access to learning 
and higher education in their own languages at their early stage of modernization. 
Accordingly, unlike in other non-Western nations, where a strong cultural divide 
emerged between the elites and the public, divided by the language skills of the su-
zerain countries as well as the limited access to higher education, Japanification of 
Western knowledge mitigated an acute sociocultural divide in society.12

It is important to note that those responsible for these translations were Japa-
nese intellectuals who had been educated at Japanese universities first, then often 
studied abroad. Japanese universities became incubators of Western knowledge, 
where translation and introduction of advanced Western knowledge were highly 
appreciated as scholarly pursuits. But since works were primarily borrowed ideas 
from the West, this style was given the sarcastic name of “translation scholarship” 
(Honyaku Gakumon), suggesting it made little contribution to the original works 
in Western languages. But, in fact, the translation scholarship produced a kind of 
hybrid knowledge by situating Western knowledge in the Japanese cultural, soci-
etal, and historical context, since translation is never simply a copy, but a modifi-
cation: Western knowledge was framed and accommodated within the Japanese 



124 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

A Long & Wrong Road to Globalization

context. This role of universities in disseminating and transforming Western cul-
ture and knowledge into Japanese context should be recognized as an example of 
successful adaptation to the early stages of globalization for Japan, a society that 
was late to modernize. It was a profound achievement given its vastly different 
linguistic, cultural, and historical background from the West. 

Paradoxically, however, the past success in globalization subsequently creat-
ed a problem after translation culture and scholarship reached a higher lev-
el. Since the end of World War II, English has become the primary foreign 

language taught in Japanese schools, and this has generated profound problems 
with English education. Since the language of Japanese is vastly different from En-
glish, it is difficult for the majority of the population to learn English. Further-
more, after the Japanification of Western knowledge reached a higher level, the 
importance and necessity for Japanese people to learn foreign languages, includ-
ing English, have become less obvious. Accordingly, speaking and listening skills 
in English or in other foreign languages were placed in the background. Admit-
tedly, the importance of reading in English remains, but not as strongly as before. 

Postwar educational reforms, hugely influenced by the U.S. military occupation, 
advocated democratic values. Democracy was to be realized, in large part, as a pro-
vision of equal educational opportunity. Establishing a more accessible educational 
system as well as eliminating gender discrimination were among the concrete poli-
cies. Junior high schools became coeducational and part of compulsory education, 
which resulted in a rapid expansion of educational opportunities beyond compul-
sory education. By the mid-1970s, more than 90 percent of junior high school grad-
uates went on to senior high schools, which were also reformed to provide more 
enrollment opportunities for both male and female students. Higher-education re-
forms allowed national professional schools (which offered postsecondary tech-
nical training) to become universities after the war. Meanwhile, former “imperial 
universities” changed their status and name to become simply “national” univer-
sities. Two-year junior colleges were established, which enhanced access to higher- 
education opportunities for female students, to whom they mainly catered. Many of 
these institutions had been professional and vocational schools for women before 
the war, and a number would become women’s colleges and universities, although 
gender inequality in higher education has endured. Furthermore, newly established 
higher-education institutions, including universities and junior colleges, continued 
to increase steadily over the postwar period.13 Accordingly, the junior college and 
university enrollment rate reached nearly 40 percent by the mid-1970s and has in-
creased to 58 percent for four-year universities in 2023.

The increasing opportunities of university education have been led primari-
ly by the expansion of private institutions, as shown in Figure 1. Approximately 
three-quarters of university students are now enrolled in private institutions, which 
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account for 592 institutions out of 790 universities in total across Japan today. It is 
this expansion that made great contributions to Japan’s economic growth domes-
tically from the 1960s to the 1980s by helping minimize government investment in 
higher education, given the restricted government financial support to private uni-
versities.14 Put differently, the Japanese catch-up model of university education suc-
ceeded in providing or “cramming” broad and higher-level knowledge into a large 
number of students in large lecture rooms in an economically efficient manner that 
placed minimum strain on the national budget. Intense entrance examinations, tak-
en by a growing number of young Japanese students, also incentivized these masses 
to learn solid basic academic skills. During the high economic growth era in partic-
ular, the enhanced demand for well-educated white-collar workers, including engi-
neers, was primarily supplied by graduates from private institutions.

Figure 1
The Number of Students and Enrollment Rates in  
Four-Year Higher-Education Institutions

Source: Author’s graph of data from MEXT’s School Basic Survey in each year. 
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Over the 1960s and 1970s, those university-educated workers thus became a 
driving force of “Japan, Inc.” With greater opportunities to enter (mostly private) 
universities, the generations who were educated during this period built a sol-
id “middle class” in tandem with the continuous increase in household income 
afforded by strong economic growth. This societal transformation successfully 
created Japan’s self-portrait of its “all middle-class society” in the 1970s, where-
in Japan’s income distribution among households was much smaller as com-
pared with other member countries of the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co- 
operation and Development) during that decade. By producing a large number of 
highly educated people in an economical way for the government, Japan established 
a stable society of residents who acquired a high command of literacy in culture, sci-
ence, and technology, as well as social norms. Without the expansion of private uni-
versities, such a societal transformation would not have been achieved so smoothly.

A problem of trade-offs in education values emerges here, however. The suc-
cess of the Japanese-language transfer of knowledge played a major role in achiev-
ing the expansion of educational opportunities, but equal access to educational 
opportunities clashed with the value of foreign-language education. The earlier 
success of globalization, which was limited to a few elite groups, is therefore in-
consistent with the realization of equality as a democratic value in education. The 
question now becomes whether a new phase of globalization of education should 
be promoted at the cost of this democratic value. These contradictions–between 
the elitist and egalitarian values in education, and specifically in regard to foreign 
language education–are expected to occur more strongly in democratic non- 
English-speaking nations than in English-speaking countries.

In fact, in Japan, the expansion of educational opportunities challenged the 
value of English-language education. For example, the introduction of English- 
language education in the new compulsory junior high schools raised skepticism 
from the beginning about the significance of teaching English. Unlike the prewar 
elitist middle schools, all children in a given community began attending local ju-
nior high schools without entrance examinations. But soon after, teachers raised 
doubts about the value of teaching English. Aizawa Shinichi, a Japanese sociologist 
of education, analyzed the discourse of teachers in the 1950s to examine the pro-
cess of introducing English-language education in newly established junior high 
schools. In his research, teachers reported that local people complained, “There is 
no use for learning English” for schoolchildren in their communities, and teachers 
were concerned that they could not explain the significance of learning English to 
the students. Teachers also pointed out that a foreign language (English) was a dif-
ficult subject to master for students with “low intelligence,” an unfortunate expres-
sion still widely used in the 1950s.15 It contrasted with the fact that foreign languages 
had been taught only to students in prewar middle schools and to female students 
who had been selected for admission to women’s high schools. It was estimated that 
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only about 25 percent of elementary school graduates enrolled in those prewar sec-
ondary schools.16 The dearth of “learnability” of English became a major issue after 
the war. No agreement had been reached from the outset over the degree to which 
learning the English language should be expanded in compulsory education.

The perception that not everyone needs English and not everyone can learn a 
foreign language easily was shared by Japanese teachers half a century ago. A similar 
perception resonated with teachers in senior high schools and universities as well. 
The view expanded rapidly in the postwar period. In sharp contrast to the Meiji sys-
tem that required elite students to be proficient in foreign languages, the rapid post-
war expansion of upper secondary and tertiary education did not require advanced 
foreign language skills for students to attain admission, nor did these institutions 
provide quality language courses to enhance foreign language skills after students 
entered schools and universities. Even at the university level, many Japanese uni-
versities have failed to enhance students’ skills in speaking and listening in English. 
Again, this can be seen as a natural result of the Japanification of knowledge from 
abroad that no longer required the majority of students to learn English.17 This is 
one aspect of a cluster that comprises what I call the post catch-up syndrome.

Against this backdrop, we gain new perspective as to why the number of Jap-
anese students who studied abroad for tertiary education has declined in recent 
years, as shown in Figure 2.

The lines in the graph demonstrate that the number of Japanese students who 
studied abroad peaked in the early 2000s and has since declined both in the total 
number and for those studying in the United States. This is further evidence that 
domestic education in the Japanese language at Japanese universities satisfies the 
majority of young Japanese, even without providing high-level learning of foreign 
languages such as English, and/or obtaining globally valuable higher-education 
degrees abroad. In other words, as long as students pursue good jobs in the do-
mestic labor market, Japanese universities provide enough opportunities for the 
majority of Japanese students, suggesting a very limited incentive to study abroad 
or acquire quality English skills. 

Under the “linguistic imperialism” of English, however, weakness in English 
language abilities in Japanese universities has resulted in lower global rankings and 
reputations. Many Japanese institutions, particularly private institutions, simply 
accept this reality. As mentioned earlier, approximately three-quarters of univer-
sities are private, but not a single Japanese private university is among the top 600 
universities in the Times Higher Education (THE) global rankings. Only four Japa-
nese universities are ranked in the top 300, two of which are within the top 100, but 
those four institutions are all national universities that were once former imperial 
universities.18 Put differently, although private universities established after World 
War II made a great contribution to the expansion of educational opportunities, 
most of these institutions failed, not only in producing globally reputed quality 
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research but also in providing quality foreign language education. Here again, we 
find a conflict between successful globalization of universities and expansion of 
educational opportunities in a non-English-speaking country, where the clash cen-
ters on promoting wider access to university education in an indigenous language 
and gaining an edge in global competition for elites.

Figure 2
The Number of Japanese Students Who Studied Abroad, 1983–2021  
(Excluding Short Stays)

Source: The data for the total number of Japanese students who studied abroad are from the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Education at a Glance annual re-
ports. The data for students who studied in the United States are from the Institute of Interna-
tional Education’s Open Doors annual reports.

In August 1980, a high-profile blue-ribbon council in Japan composed of fa-
mous scholars and social critics under then Prime Minister Ōhira Masayoshi 
published a historic document. To the council members, the purported end of 

catch-up signified the end of Westernization. But what would come next for Ja-
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pan? In their report entitled “Economic Administration in an Age of Culture,” the 
council stated: “Japan’s modernization (industrialization and westernization) 
and its maturation into a highly industrial society implies the end of any models 
involving the need to align to or to ‘catch up with.’ From now on, we need to find 
our own path to follow.”19 

In the mindset of this council, the Japanese nation and people were required 
“to find [their] own path to follow.” Since education was deemed a driving force 
after the catch-up transformations, the government launched education reforms 
that provided a way for students, young citizens underpinning the state in the fu-
ture, to find their own path. Education reforms in the following years proposed 
to deconstruct alleged defects in the catch-up model of education: a pedagogy of 
cramming and a centralized and uniform education system that had been put in 
place as the most efficient way to catch up.

The shift from the cramming type of teaching to a pedagogy that leads stu-
dents to think for themselves has also been vocally advocated in higher-education 
circles. Akutybu-rāningu, a Japanese version of “active learning,” has been intro-
duced to encourage more interactive communications between teachers and stu-
dents to replace the past one-way cramming pedagogy. This reform was expected 
to enable Japanese to find “our own path to follow” by guiding students to learn 
how to think for themselves rather than just listening to lectures to acquire knowl-
edge. However, contrary to the reformers’ intentions, according to a recent survey 
conducted by education researchers at the University of Tokyo, about 80 percent 
of classes, regardless of the subject, at Japanese universities remain lecture-based. 
And those lecture classes do not require students to work hard. The same survey 
found that between 70 and 80 percent of students at Japanese universities study 
less than six hours a week in preparation for classes.20

Although the government encouraged Akutybu-rāningu in university class-
es, another survey by the Benesse Educational Research & Development Institute 
revealed that approximately 80 percent of students prefer to attend traditional  
lecture-style classes, perhaps because of the lesser time and effort required of 
them.21 As illustrated here, education reforms since the catch-up era ended have 
produced lower-than-expected outcomes. Moreover, the failure of these reforms 
has led the government to problematize the delay of globalization in higher 
education.

In addition to the pedagogical reforms, the Japanese government pointed 
to the “lag in globalization” of Japanese universities from the beginning of the 
2010s. The proposal of the Cabinet Office’s Education Rebuilding Action Council 
published in 2013 stated:

The lag in globalization of universities is a critical situation. Universities are expect-
ed to create new knowledge based upon accumulated knowledge and become the core 
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initiators for social changes by taking on the unprecedented challenges Japan is facing. 
The revitalization of Japan’s universities into places of continuous challenge and cre-
ativity is one of the major pillars for the “Rebirth of Japan,” in which Japan will once 
again become more competitive in the world and regain its luster.22

Despite the recognition in the 1980s that catch-up was complete, we see in pol-
icy discourses the same catch-up mindset, though it now includes neighboring 
Asian countries as rivals, and the framing of the problems is explicitly linked to 
Japan’s economic stagnation that has deepened since the early 1990s.

This problem has led to concrete policies such as the “Super Global Universi-
ty Support Program,” which forced the nominated thirty-seven so-called super 
global universities to respond to globalization as rapidly as possible. One of the 
ambitious goals in the policy was to increase the number of Japanese universities 
within the top 100 in global league tables. While only two Japanese universities, 
the University of Tokyo and Kyoto University, ranked in the top 100 in the THE 
global rankings at the time, the government aggressively set its goal for ten Japa-
nese institutions to place within the top 100 in ten years. This goal failed. More-
over, in socially constructing the problems in this way, the failure of university 
globalization was simply linked to the failure of the Japanese economy without 
any plausible evidence, which functioned to make universities a scapegoat in the 
wider political discourse. 

As mentioned earlier, being a non-English-speaking country is a major hand-
icap in global rankings. However, Japanese political leaders viewed Japanese uni-
versities’ low scores of assessments on international criteria as evidence of the 
“lag in globalization.” The THE rankings, for example, include a rating index 
called International Outlook, which is based on three criteria: proportion of in-
ternational students, proportion of international staff, and proportion of interna-
tional collaboration. The Japanese government compelled universities to improve 
on these criteria through the Super Global University Support Program policy, but 
with limited additional resources. To attract international students, for example, 
exceptional teaching in English is essential. For recruiting high-quality scholars 
from abroad, English-fluent environments in universities are necessary.23 

However, few resources were made available to accomplish this. Though cita-
tions are emphasized and important in research, little support was provided for 
translation, and nominal pressure or incentive was put on faculty to publish in-
ternationally. For example, only a small number of Japanese researchers publish 
in foreign academic journals in the humanities and social sciences, compared to 
Japanese researchers who publish in foreign science and engineering journals. To 
improve the International Outlook criteria, the government leaders encouraged 
universities to increase the number of classes taught in English, but they failed to 
take aggressive financial measures to hire more foreign faculty members. 
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For Japanese universities, which have been teaching primarily in Japanese, it 
is not easy to improve on these criteria under resource constraints. The number 
of Japanese faculty members who earned degrees from universities abroad, es-
pecially in English-speaking countries, remained very small. While there are no 
national statistics available, even among the thirty-seven universities selected in 
the scheme of the Super Global University Support Program, only 7.6 percent of 
Japanese academic staff obtained foreign degrees, and 8.2 percent are non-Japa-
nese nationals, two figures that undoubtedly overestimate the national average.24 
As a result, the Super Global University Support Program produced very negligi-
ble improvements among Japanese universities on the THE International Outlook 
criteria. This result is related to the past success of Japanese universities, which 
contributed to the rapid expansion of educational opportunities and easier access 
to Western culture in Japanese. However, that once successful Japanification has 
depreciated the value of foreign language skills, obscured the necessity to learn 
English in particular, and become a huge obstacle for Japanese universities trying 
to engage in an English-language-based, elitist global competition. Furthermore, 
as discussed earlier, the recent decline in the number of Japanese students who 
studied abroad has further intensified the “lag in globalization.” Despite efforts 
made by the government, the blurred incentive or pressure to study abroad and 
obtain high command of English language skills erodes the global competitive-
ness of Japanese universities. Nevertheless, for the majority of Japanese students, 
Japanese instruction in universities in Japan is acceptable, insofar as their main 
goal is to get a good job upon the completion of their studies.

Each society has built its own higher-education system according to its own 
historical trajectories of modernization. Indeed, the original model for this 
was in Western Europe. However, non-Western countries, especially un-

colonized nations, have escaped the strong influences from educational systems 
in suzerain countries and have created their own modern higher-education sys-
tems. In this respect, Japan’s experience in achieving vernacularization at such an 
early stage and on such a large scale is valuable from the perspective of its position 
within world history. Current global competition, however, appears to be depriv-
ing Japan’s higher education of its unique features, aspects which undoubtedly 
contributed to creating a stable, wealthy, culturally rich, and relatively equal soci-
ety for much of the second half of the twentieth century.

To survive the challenges that accompany competition, higher-education in-
stitutions in non-English-speaking countries must increase the value of English 
as a medium of instruction without sacrificing the quality of educational con-
tent. However, such a shift from the systems that served them during the catch-
up era has produced several contradictions in their education systems. In the case 
of Japan, as we have seen, the enhancement of English as a medium of instruc-
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tion contradicts with equal access to educational opportunities. Such a contradic-
tion between globalization and equal opportunity in education may not emerge 
in English-speaking countries to the same severe degree as it does among non- 
English-speaking countries. For this reason, these dynamics are often overlooked. 
While the widespread provision of higher education in Japanese has contributed 
to the expansion of educational opportunities, it has resulted in worsening quality 
of English language skills among students and faculty members, thus lowering the 
international reputation of Japanese universities in global rankings. 

If we rush to resolve this contradiction by improving the International Out-
look criteria, however, this will create a new hierarchy within the higher-education 
system. It will surely widen the gap between resourceful universities that can eas-
ily provide quality education in English by employing more faculty members with 
English-speaking backgrounds. In this respect, former imperial universities have 
a decisive advantage in receiving more financial support from the government. 
Yet other national universities, mostly local, and private institutions are far be-
hind them (although exceptions exist, of course). 

And this division is intensified by further prioritizing support for sciences and 
engineering, which are more likely to be evaluated globally. This focus gives a cold 
shoulder to the humanities and social sciences, whose publications in Japanese 
are less likely to be valued globally. The government has consistently provided 
more preferential treatment to sciences and engineering subjects because they are 
seen as more “useful” disciplines that contribute to economic growth. The wid-
ening divide between sciences and engineering versus the humanities and social 
sciences subjects also overlaps with the gap between national and private univer-
sities, as the latter are dominated by humanities and social sciences subjects. 

The neglect of the humanities and social sciences in non-English-speaking 
countries will likely limit the potential contribution of those disciplines to diver-
sify global knowledge production. In the case of Japan, Western-born ideas and 
thoughts were transplanted to Japan, a context far different from Western soci-
eties. The various gaps and contradictions between Japan’s reality and imported 
Western knowledge led to a struggle in the process of modernization and to many 
intractable problems. But, as a result, the humanities and social sciences schol-
arship that originated in Japan has obvious potential to bring about new devel-
opments–globally creative perspectives–thanks to their position as hybrids be-
tween Japan and the West. Just as diverse perspectives are understood as effective, 
productive, and valued within a single society, we need to recognize that diverse 
ways of perceiving problems and diverse approaches based on the experiences of 
each different society must be meaningful at the global level as well.

Unfortunately, most of the humanities and social sciences scholarship from 
Japan has been accessible only in the Japanese language. But the few works that 
do make it out, either translated or originally written in English, often reveal the 
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clear potential to challenge the dominance of Western-centric knowledge sys-
tems. Without falling into parochial nationalism, we need to go beyond the sim-
plicity of rankings: making full use of knowledge originating, developed, and ac-
cumulated in non-Western countries–Japan and elsewhere–based on their past 
experiences of modernization, and thus create another axis to relativize the so-
called universal values, which helps mitigate the unescapable influences of Eu-
rocentrism. The groundwork of Japanese humanities and social sciences as hy-
brid scholarship can provide one such perspective, quite distinct from the West 
or even from postcolonial nations. Therefore, by walking a different path in the 
ongoing accommodation of globalization of higher education, Japanese univer-
sities can contribute to accumulating and diversifying knowledge without losing 
their historically unique legacy. For other non-Western societies, Japan’s record 
provides a good example of how one society can recognize and understand its own 
hybrid legacy as a means of contributing to the diversification of human knowl-
edge creation. 

However, as this essay has shown, humanities and social sciences scholarship 
in non-English-speaking universities is in crisis under the contemporary forms of 
global competition, as it compels universities, regardless of their origins, to incor-
porate “universalization” into pedagogical values. How can universities in non- 
Western or non-English-speaking countries coexist with global competition 
without being swallowed up by these purportedly universal–that is, “Anglo- 
American”–values? Or is there no other option but to opt out of the global com-
petition? The long and often wrong road to globalization traveled by Japanese 
universities by way of the catch-up era highlights the many challenges in the com-
petitive world of higher education, as well as the wealth of possibilities we can use 
to address them.
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India’s Realignment of Higher Education 

Jamshed Bharucha

Higher education in India has been stifled by overregulation. The opening of pri-
vate universities has been severely restricted, and all but a few exempt institutions 
have had to comply with rigid curricular and organizational dictates. The sys-
tem has been characterized by rote learning, high-stakes examination, premature 
specialization, and limited flexibility. In the most sweeping transformation to the 
system in the nation’s modern history, India’s new National Education Policy 
2020 (NEP2020) seeks to change all that. With half of the world’s university-age 
population residing in India, bursting with aspiration but frustrated by limited 
access to quality institutions, new universities are emerging. One is Sai University, 
the first in the nation to integrate heretofore siloed programs in arts and sciences, 
technology, and law into an integrated ecosystem at the undergraduate level.

A wave of reform has swept over higher education in India, bringing hope to 
a stifling system. After seventy-five years as an independent, democratic 
nation, Indian higher education is finally breaking free of the mental 

shackles of colonial rule and the regulatory juggernaut that replaced it. In 2020, 
a new National Education Policy (NEP2020) was introduced, the first new policy 
since the National Policy on Education in 1986, and the first ever whose recom-
mendations are transformational rather than incremental.1 The NEP2020 calls for 
dramatic expansion of the education sector to serve India’s vast youth population. 
It also calls for deregulation, liberal education, and more autonomy and flexibility 
for institutions and faculty.

The NEP2020 is scathing in its critique of a system that issues “heavy-handed” 
requirements “with too little effect,” that for too long has compelled all but a few 
exempt institutions to march in lockstep to a mindless, bureaucratic drum: “The 
mechanistic and disempowering nature of the regulatory system has been rife with 
very basic problems, such as heavy concentrations of power within a few bodies, 
conflicts of interest among these bodies, and a resulting lack of accountability.” 
The policy calls for “a complete overhaul” of the regulatory system “in order to 
re-energize the higher-education sector and enable it to thrive.”2 While these new 
proposals are not novel ideas in education, they are radical for the current sys-
tem in India. Proposals include moving away from curricula stuffed with infor-
mation to be mastered, to move “towards less content” and increased “learning 
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about how to think critically and solve problems, how to be creative and multi-
disciplinary, and how to innovate, adapt, and absorb new material in novel and 
changing fields.” As stated in the NEP2020, students must “not only learn, but 
more importantly learn how to learn. . . . Pedagogy must evolve to make educa-
tion more experiential, holistic, integrated, inquiry-driven, discovery-oriented, 
learner-centered, discussion-based, flexible, and, of course, enjoyable.”3 Calling 
for “no hard separations between arts and sciences” is a sea change in a system 
that elevated science and engineering for sixty years while diminishing the arts, 
humanities, and social sciences.4

The most dramatic recommendation in the original draft of the policy was to 
disband the all-powerful University Grants Commission (UGC) as a regulatory 
body.5 Two years later, however, the implementation of the policy was handed to 
the UGC, the very regulatory agency it sought to disband. Those of us who were 
cheering the revolution began to think it was too good to be true. Can a system that 
employs thousands of inspectors to scrutinize every decision made at thousands 
of institutions transform itself into one that encourages the opposite: institu- 
tional autonomy, flexibility, and innovation? For a while, it seemed as if regulators 
might replace the old regulatory maze with a new one. Educators and institutions, 
who for decades had regarded the existing regulatory regime as a moral impera-
tive, found its repudiation disconcerting and urged regulators to tell them exactly 
how to implement the new system. After years of being told precisely what, when, 
and how to teach and assess, newfound freedom was unnerving. The system had 
conditioned many to believe that one could not attempt anything without prior 
approval from the nation’s capital, even if it didn’t violate any rule.

Fortunately, as of this writing, the UGC appears to be moving to preserve the 
spirit of the policy’s loftiest principles. A steady stream of documents emanating 
from the government, and regular meetings with vice chancellors for their feed-
back, seem to be upholding the promise of permitting institutions to devise their 
own education models within a new, broad set of parameters, such as total num-
ber of course credits. The UGC is also actively recommending principles and prac-
tices associated with a liberal education, when just recently many of them would 
have raised eyebrows. These atypical practices include majors that cross tradition-
al boundaries between subject clusters; ease of switching fields of study; and con-
tinuous and multidimensional forms of assessment that are given less weight than 
the previously all-important end-of-semester examinations. They even encour-
age institutions to “creditize” activities that the faculty might consider worthy 
of recognition, but that were previously considered extracurricular. Even modest 
steps toward some of these reforms would have dramatic impact on the number 
of students who have been underserved by the system. It is in this crack in the 
system that some of us entered, to empower students and faculty to achieve their 
fullest potential.
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As the name suggests, the University Grants Commission is a government 
agency originally set up to award grants that create or upgrade universities. 
It was formed in 1945 to manage India’s three central universities and es-

tablish standards for applying for the commission’s grants. But its regulatory reach 
expanded in accordance with the UGC Act of 1956, when it was made the omni- 
bus regulator for higher education, even for institutions not seeking grants.6 Over 
the subsequent decades, the UGC (and other regulatory agencies for certain profes-
sional degrees) has maintained such a stranglehold on higher education that educa-
tors hesitate to implement new ideas until edicts are issued from its headquarters in 
New Delhi. Emerging fields and new courses have tended to be adopted only after 
becoming mainstream in the West. And even though India transformed its econo-
my from a financial basket case thirty years ago to the fifth largest in the world by 
GDP, higher education has remained static.7 Except for a small number of elite and 
super-selective institutions with a modicum of autonomy, the regulatory system 
has failed to do justice to the talent, cultural history, and burgeoning global aspira-
tion of this vast country. Quality drops rapidly beyond these few institutions, and 
students not able to secure admission to one of them are left with few good options. 
Students who don’t make the cut, or who seek fields not yet available in India, flee to 
Western countries if they can afford it–or languish.

The accumulated regulations have become so inhibiting that authorities seem 
to recognize how excellence requires being exempt from their own regulations. 
The Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) were set up by the government as auto- 
nomous institutions and have thrived, while few nonexempt technical colleges 
with storied histories have achieved the same independent stature.8 More recently, 
the government granted exemptions by conferring a special status of Institution 
of Eminence (IoE) to institutions with demonstrated excellence.9 The grant-
ing of IoE status to a university planned by one of India’s largest business con-
glomerates, even before they had a single student, professor, or course (that is to 
say, before they had any evidence of excellence, let alone eminence) amplified 
cynicism about this scheme. While institutions that enjoy such political privilege 
perform an important service by offering quality education and conducting re-
search, institutions without such financial and political clout have been restrained 
by the mind-numbing web of requirements. There are few, if any, examples of 
institutions that were guided by the regulators to levels of eminence. Some regu-
lation is necessary, but the balance between policing and facilitation has been his-
torically skewed in the direction of the former. The NEP2020 promises to shift this 
balance.

Before the new policy, higher-education reform was stymied for decades by 
curricular dictates focused on rote learning (called “mugging up” in India), 
preparation for high-stakes examinations, and premature specialization.10 



153 (2) Spring 2024 139

Jamshed Bharucha

Starting in the ninth grade, students choose between science, arts, and commerce. 
Four years of high school are reduced to an exam in each subject, conducted by 
one of several examination boards serving tens of millions of students. Once they 
complete these board examinations in twelfth grade, students then prepare for 
specialty entrance examinations if they want to pursue engineering, law, or medi-
cine. Their scores on examinations at each stage follow them at every subsequent 
stage and switching fields during this process has been almost impossible. All 
these restrictions are now being relaxed for the better.

A confluence of factors has led to an urgency for change among policymak-
ers, to the dismay of those who drew power from their mastery of the maze. First, 
the average gross enrollment ratio (the percentage of university-age students en-
rolled) was only 28.4 percent in recent years, compared with China’s 59.6 percent 
for tertiary education, even though both began the post–World War II era at low 
single-digit rates.11 Second, India has a young population: half of the inhabitants 
are under the age of thirty, compared with the aging populations of China, Japan, 
and the Western economic giants. This demographic advantage has been touted 
as promising a “youth dividend,” but the realization has sunk in that the higher- 
education system cannot scale up fast enough without opening the door more 
widely to autonomous private universities that can be scaled quickly.12 Third, 
the exponential growth of Indians going abroad for college–spending billions 
of dollars in the United States, United Kingdom, Australia, and elsewhere–was 
a wakeup call for India to build quality universities at home that adopt interna-
tional best practices, and that students see as viable domestic options. Fourth, 
there is a new appreciation for the fact that ancient India was a hub of education 
and thought. Take Nalanda for example, a renowned monastery in Eastern India 
that was a center of Buddhism, astronomy, and other arts. Learned Chinese monks 
traveled across the mountains to study there and bring back books, some of which 
are the only surviving texts from that age, after invaders destroyed the monas-
tery’s collection.

This history has become a source of pride. “Why can’t we recreate that today?” 
is a common refrain in Indian culture. After all, the rest of the world now recog-
nizes India as a breeding ground of talent. The destruction of Nalanda and other 
centers of learning by invaders and colonizers has become a source of resent-
ment fueling newfound confidence and determination. Finally, industry leaders 
are sounding the alarm about the inadequate preparation of the workforce for the 
changing nature of work, even in engineering, which was long regarded as provid-
ing immediate industry-ready skills. Leaders of the software industry, which has 
given India its first modern taste of international respect and leadership ability, 
increasingly bemoan the lack of fundamental cognitive skills, notwithstanding 
the paper credentials that certify acquisition of technical knowledge. Despite the 
incremental pace of change, liberal education is starting to gain acceptance, not 
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just as an individualistic philosophy but also as a strategic national imperative to 
unleash talent and innovation. Private universities are sprouting like fresh shoots 
in spring. Suddenly, “interdisciplinarity” and “critical thinking” have become 
buzzwords that, until recently, cut against the grain of a hierarchical culture–
one in which thinking beyond the knowledge required to get a good job was the 
domain of tradition and family. Such buzzwords connoted idealistic luxuries of 
an opulent West where children could do whatever they please. Now these terms 
imply advanced cognitive development.

Among the most recent visionary universities to spring up in this new dawn 
is Sai University in Chennai, the capital city of Tamil Nadu, India’s south-
ernmost state. It was founded by software entrepreneur K. V. Ramani, who 

also serves as its current chancellor. His software companies were among the few 
fledgling startups that launched India’s software industry in the 1980s, when tight 
import and foreign-exchange restrictions made operating these enterprises such 
an uphill battle that even importing desktop computers was a nightmare. Later, he 
helped organize his fledgling competitors to form the National Association of Soft-
ware and Service Companies, an organization that tried to persuade the govern- 
ment to recognize India’s future in software and to consequently lower commer-
cial barriers to entry. Today, he and his fellow startup founders from that era are 
credited with seeding an industry that brought India to its current position as a 
major exporter of software, the most sought-after provider of competitive tech 
jobs, and the most powerful engine of socioeconomic mobility.

Many private institutions in India have financial models in which profits from 
auxiliary enterprises like Ramani’s software companies are invested in the universi-
ty. In this way, the university can become financially self-sustaining, and even profit-
able for the founder and/or sponsor, although it must be a nonprofit organization by 
law. Ramani represents a rare instance of pure philanthropy, however, with no busi-
ness interests linked to the university. Instead, he has donated most of his acquired 
wealth to a trust that provides the seed funding to get the university on its feet.13 
Equally inspired by the altruistic opportunity to impact a region of the world burst-
ing with talent but underserved by the system, and encouraged by deregulation, I re-
turned from the United States to serve as Sai University’s founding vice chancellor. 
Rarely does one get to start a university from scratch. And rarely does one encounter 
the paradigm shift currently seen in India, where the status quo is being disrupted 
and fresh ideas are changing higher education.

Such ideas are exemplified by Sai University, one of a group of so-called 
new-age universities moving into this unprecedented space. It is a “state private 
university,” a designation of the central government, which means it is private but 
can only be established by an act of the state legislature. It was the first of two such 
universities created in Tamil Nadu, and one of many launched by private philan-
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thropy.14 The trajectory of private universities, which constitute the fastest grow-
ing sector in Indian higher education, also suggests that they will soon overtake 
public universities funded by the states, which remain the most common type of 
institution. Another interesting and related category resulted from the UGC Act 
of 1956 that prohibited the establishment of private universities, but created a 
small loophole, such that an institution could be “deemed to be” a university if it 
met certain benchmarks.15 These institutions (uniquely Indian inventions) can-
not have the word “university” in their title. Thus, most call themselves institutes, 
even though they are universities in all but name. Now, private universities are 
permitted in this category and can even be called the same.16

Sai University admitted its first undergraduate class in 2021, during the first 
two years of the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the resulting lockdowns and 
quarantines, the university operated online at first. After restrictions were 

lifted, it moved to a temporary campus, and finally to its permanent campus lo-
cated near an emerging corridor for education and information technology that 
runs parallel to the coast of the Bay of Bengal. A master plan has been completed 
for the one-hundred-and-three-acre property situated in a new tech park, expand-
ing southward from Chennai, and three buildings have been constructed as part 
of the university’s first academic block.17

Speaking as its vice chancellor, Sai’s vision is to build a globally eminent uni-
versity based on principles of liberal education designed to harness talent; devel-
op independent, critical thinkers; and forge socially conscious citizens hungry 
to discover and pursue their skills. “Spark the imagination, liberate the mind” 
is the motto behind our mission to develop talent, not just churn out degrees.18 
Thus, our principal innovation has been to expand the possibilities for cross- 
disciplinary education beyond what has been envisioned to date in India. Liberal 
arts education is catching on, but it is still viewed narrowly as excluding the sci-
ences, engineering, and law, whose education tracks start at the undergraduate 
level. By contrast, Sai University characterizes its liberal education philosophy to 
include the humanities, sciences, technology, and law.

This inclusive disciplinary organization of knowledge and education has been 
essential to the advancement of expertise in and mastery of subjects, which can 
provide incalculable benefits to society. In technical fields, early specialization 
has given India its first sense of confidence and esteem since colonial times. A 
deep dive into disciplinary rigor is an essential feature of education and profes-
sionalism that yields social assets. At some point, however, the vertical slicing of 
knowledge that creates a hierarchy of subjects also yields diminishing returns, if 
lateral relationships between subjects are not also explored. Exponential creation 
and expansion of knowledge has changed its geometry. Knowledge is no longer 
one dimensional, from the basic principles of a discipline to its complex struc-
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ture. It isn’t even two dimensional with disciplinary verticals that maintain cross- 
disciplinary connections through interdisciplinary programs. Its multidimen-
sionality expands with more research and innovation. Yet despite these develop-
ments, the organization of universities remains opposed to change, because hier-
archical organization of disciplines is easier to manage. As business schools grow, 
for example, they want to create their own departments for economics rather than 
continue the messy process of collaborating with the original departments. It’s 
frustrating to manage teaching loads when resources are controlled in this way at 
the school level.

In light of these structural concerns, we have no academic departments at Sai 
University. But I fully expect that pressure will grow toward traditional depart-
mental organization because that’s what faculty are familiar with, and because 
departmental autonomy has the advantage of tailoring practices to their unique 
disciplinary requirements. Some departments need wet labs while others need 
practice rooms. Some need high-performance computing while others need rare 
manuscripts. Nevertheless, a distinct intellectual climate emerges when there are 
no departments, and some of the finest students thrive on the conversations and 
interactions that grow in these environments. 

Although we don’t have departments yet, we do have distinct schools. This 
was a necessary compromise between crossing intellectual boundaries and over-
coming mental and bureaucratic hurdles. For example, students and faculty in a 
bachelor’s of technology program expect to be associated with a school that has a 
corresponding technical name, such as a “school of engineering,” while the regu-
lator for legal education may require a law school. You can’t change everything at 
once, however, so the technical school we created is called the School of Comput-
ing and Data Science. We selected this name (at least to start with) over other sub-
jects that represented engineering because computer science is the most popular 
major in India, and because we believe the future holds unlimited opportunities 
for cross-disciplinary collaboration in research and innovation. 

Computer science and data science are independent disciplines, but they are 
also tools that can be used together. Most undergraduates will go on to jobs that 
apply these technologies simultaneously in other domains. Doctors will need to 
understand data science if they want to use it to improve health care, for example. 
Lawyers will need some rudimentary understanding of blockchain if they want 
to keep up with the inevitable shift toward smart contracts. Music producers will 
need to understand the structure of music if they want to go into the digital mu-
sic industry. And many professionals in sectors increasingly impacted by artificial 
intelligence will need grounding in the humanities and analytic philosophy if they 
are going to apply machine learning so its benefits outweigh its risks, and if they 
are going to do more good than harm. The social media website X, commonly re-
ferred to by its former name Twitter, started as a cool technical innovation but 
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must now grapple with issues such as censorship, misinformation, and harass-
ment that have profound consequences for humanity, and the platform has faced 
criticism for its oversight.19

Failing to explore synergies across disciplines comes with an opportunity cost 
to education and the advancement of knowledge. We need to constantly find or-
ganizational schemes that challenge our tribal impulses and that put the mission 
of learning ahead of administrative convenience. Nowhere is this more urgent 
than in India, where global issues such as educational divides, gender and income 
inequality, and pollution are magnified, but where new solutions should also 
emerge. There are no major problems in the world or any part of it that can be 
solved by individual disciplines on their own.

The intellectual silos in India were so rigid that even combining one branch 
of engineering with another is now hailed as an interdisciplinary innova-
tion. Still, most engineering colleges offer admission to a specific branch 

of engineering, and switching is difficult. Although students with the highest rank 
on the Joint Entrance Examination (JEE-Main) get the branch of their choice (like-
ly computer science, the most sought-after specialization), an almost irreversible 
life decision that follows them to graduate school and employment.20 Separat-
ing college admissions by field forces high schools to devote their curriculum to 
preparation for all-important entrance exams, even at high schools led by innova-
tors eager to embrace liberal education.

This separation also complicates disciplinary collaboration at the college level. 
For example, at one American university, eight of its ten constituent schools have 
environmental programs that have minimal interaction beyond individual facul-
ty who are willing to walk across campus to different program buildings. To add 
more confusion, “environmental science” becomes “civil engineering” in the en-
gineering school, “public health” in the school of public health, and “biology” in 
the school of life sciences. While we need these disciplinary specializations for 
research, we need even more to prepare undergraduate students in ways that en-
courage them to make interdisciplinary connections. How should the design of a 
dam be influenced by migratory patterns of fish? How should data science shape 
environmental policy? What is the economic impact of pollution? Such questions 
demonstrate how often multifaceted problems call for multifaceted solutions.

Students typically earn undergraduate degrees between the ages of eighteen 
and twenty-one, when their brains are still malleable and their minds amenable 
to being expanded at the speed at which the world is changing. Taking intellectual 
risks becomes more difficult after completing undergraduate education, graduate 
education is necessarily more specialized, and once a person gets a job and takes on 
more personal responsibilities, the price of intellectual risk increases. An under- 
graduate education is the last best opportunity to stretch the mind in ways that 



144 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

India’s Realignment of Higher Education

established professions do not, with minimal consequences for errors. That, in 
a nutshell, is one of the most compelling reasons why undergraduate education 
must be liberal, and why, consequently, Sai University champions liberal arts edu-
cation starting at the undergraduate level.

Engineering remains the dominant aspiration for college education in India, 
however, and preparation for the JEE-Main remains the exclusive focus of many 
stakeholders during students’ four years of high school. Engineering is typically 
taught at stand-alone institutions, the vast majority of which have names like 
“XYZ Institute of Technology,” emulating one Massachusetts institution that is 
revered in India perhaps more intensely than in its home country. (And indeed 
the most popular value of X is M, at least twenty-seven by my count.) Some new-
age universities have launched multiple schools within the same institution, and 
the NEP2020 strongly encourages the transformation of stand-alone institutes of 
technology into multidisciplinary universities.21 A few liberal arts institutions 
have sprung up in India, but it’s still a struggle for students and parents to grasp 
that liberal arts can also include the sciences. Thus, “liberal arts and sciences” has 
become a way to make the label palatable to a mindset oriented toward science 
and mathematics.

Despite these collaborative approaches, mental silos persist. Liberal arts 
schools, which award mostly undergraduate degrees in the arts or sciences, are 
still seen as distinct from schools of engineering, which award the degree regard-
ed as the coin of the realm in India: the bachelor’s of technology (or BTech). Some 
universities offer a BTech or an undergraduate law degree from a school embed-
ded within the university, but none integrate these specialties into liberal under-
graduate education as Sai University does.

At Sai University, we strive to create as much of a cross-disciplinary ecosystem 
as possible while preserving disciplinary rigor. All undergraduates are required to 
take a set of foundation courses: among them, Global Challenges; Frontiers; Envi-
ronment and Sustainability; Writing and Communication; and Critical Thinking.22  
The first two courses are designed differently from most college courses. Glob-
al Challenges exposes students to current issues–environment, war, migration–
under the guidance of leaders who address them. While Frontiers uses the same 
format to study innovations in the arts, sciences, and technology, both are col-
loquium-style courses, meaning a different speaker interacts with students each 
week, either in person or online. Further exposure to the big issues of our time 
is left to discussions beyond the classroom. This model is typically seen only at 
the graduate level, since high school and undergraduate level textbooks tend 
to focus on a discipline’s building blocks. This model also gives motivated stu-
dents a way to plug into powerful international networks. Nowhere else in India 
can a first-year undergraduate email a leader in cybersecurity at Stanford Uni-
versity, or a leader in environmental sustainability. These direct contacts don’t 
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substitute for travel abroad, but they enable students to feel connected inter- 
nationally, even while at home. The model raises their awareness of postgraduate 
opportunities abroad and of emerging trends and careers.

Indians place a premium on higher education but have a low opinion of the 
domestic system that governs it. Case in point: India represents half the 
world’s college-age population, the highest of any country, but a staggering 

72 percent (or roughly seventy-one million individuals) are not enrolled, despite a 
yearning to advance themselves.23 And those who are enrolled do not receive the 
caliber of education they seek. Competition for the miniscule number of seats at 
quality institutions is also fierce, and the pressure on students to prepare for na-
tional entrance exams continues to be a major source of stress. Considering their 
domestic options, the number of Indians applying for undergraduate programs 
abroad is increasing exponentially, and the amount of money spent by these fami-
lies to send their children abroad is staggering, particularly if you contrast tuition 
in India versus the United States.

Sai University is roughly one-tenth of the cost of a private, nonprofit univer- 
sity in the United States.24 Even among those who attend a domestic college, 
most Indian students say they want to go abroad for higher studies. While this 
flight could be attributed in part to the lure of economic opportunity in the West, 
my conversations with students suggest that cynicism about their constrained 
domestic system is also a factor. Students today know what their peers are expe-
riencing at college elsewhere, thanks to the internet and social media. Yet despite 
this disenchantment, there exists a sizable group of students who prefer to stay 
in India for college, or cannot afford to go abroad, and who eagerly welcome new 
domestic institutions that offer the kind of education they might receive abroad. 
This is the vacuum that Sai University and other new-age universities are filling.

Politicians and policymakers cite the relative youth of India’s population (in 
contrast to the aging populations of China and the West) as a source of economic 
hope. But this so-called youth dividend could become a liability if young people 
don’t have access to education that empowers them to fulfill their aspirations or 
attain positions that are relevant to their future, as the world around them changes. 
The expansion and reform of higher education in India is a race against time. For 
that reason, our goal is to make Sai University an attractive domestic option for 
students who want something different that heretofore they could only receive 
abroad. In the long run, we would love to see the university become a destination 
for students worldwide.
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Several recent encouraging experiments in Indian higher education suggest a plau-
sible aspirational path toward a more salubrious future than that suggested by an 
otherwise struggling system. Four case studies of privately conceived and funded uni-
versities each exhibit a novel model of collective philanthropy. Typically, each case 
features multiple entrepreneurs with self-created “new” wealth, often with exposure 
to Western liberal arts educations, sharing in the university’s governance. The uni-
versity is not hostage to the vagaries of a single family’s preferences. Encouragingly, 
each experiment here has built on its predecessors, and an entrepreneurial ecosystem 
has emerged that has privileged pedagogical excellence. However, formal research 
still lags. It remains to be seen whether the latter lacunae can be remedied without 
concerted public funding that is the norm in Western educational landscapes.

As I write this, India is the one large economy with the wind in its sails, 
while the United States maneuvers amidst deep political polarization 
to avoid a recession, the European Union is mired in conflict, and Chi-

na turns insularly inward. In India, private entrepreneurship continues untram-
meled, only temporarily derailed by the COVID-19 pandemic and global financial 
stresses. This essay does not distinguish between for-profit and social entrepre-
neurship, both creative and significant to India’s growth story. India’s thriving en-
trepreneurial ecosystem, the world’s third largest after the United States and Chi-
na, has infected a hitherto staid higher-education sector. The Indian education 
landscape is littered with dozens of experiments by private universities. Many of 
these universities suffer from the desire of their principal promoters to remain 
tethered to their own families. Some could break out of this cognitive trap to de-
velop a private higher-education model that could shape whether and how India 
capitalizes on its demographic dividend. 

Higher education in India has witnessed a resurgence of philanthropic pri-
vate entrepreneurship, embodying the spirit of nation-building as it did during 
its founding years. Before India’s independence in 1947, large industrial houses, 
like the Tatas and Birlas, established not-for-profit trusts that paved the way for 
private higher education and research institutions to contribute to India’s devel-



150 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

One Aspirational Future for India’s Higher-Education Sector

opment. They were the earliest institution builders that gave the nation the pres-
tigious Indian Institute of Science (IISc, established in 1909), the Tata Institute 
of Social Sciences (established in 1936), the Tata Institute of Fundamental Re-
search (TIFR, established in 1945), and the Birla Institute of Technology and Sci-
ence (BITS, established in 1929, first as an intermediate college). Of these, the IISc 
and the TIFR have consistently represented India in global higher-education rank-
ings with their relentless focus on research. These institutions aimed to provide 
a world-class education to Indian students at a fraction of the cost of studying 
abroad. They nurtured scientists and engineers who led India’s foundational sci-
ence and technology movements after 1947.1 

In this essay, I provide an overview of current experiments in India’s higher- 
education landscape to situate some prominent entrepreneurial efforts led by 
philanthropists over the past few decades. Thereafter, I consider lessons from this 
path, identifying residual shortcomings that stand in the way of designating these 
institutions as “world-class.” These experiments showcase one plausible aspira-
tional path toward a more salubrious future for Indian higher education. 

The roots of India’s modern university system can be traced to 1857 when 
the British established three universities in Bombay (Mumbai), Calcut-
ta (Kolkata), and Madras (Chennai) to build a pool of educated Indians 

to serve their economic, political, and administrative interests in colonial India. 
Modeled on the University of London, these universities were focused on teach-
ing English and the humanities.

All subsequent universities were patterned on these three institutions. In the 
postindependence era, former prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru emphasized higher 
education over primary education, for which he is both praised and derided. This 
created India’s vaunted institutions of technical excellence, the Indian Institutes 
of Technology, and comparably and intensely competitive institutions of manage-
ment, medicine, and public policy. 

Yet universities struggled with low enrollments, outdated curricula, and re-
search standards far behind global ones. Although India’s higher-education land-
scape exploded from 20 universities, 496 colleges, and 250,000 students in 1947 
to 1,113 universities, 43,796 colleges, and more than 41 million students in 2021, 
the student enrollment paled in comparison to India’s 254 million youth (ages 15 
to 24).2 Presently, nearly 67 percent of India’s population is in the working age 
group.3 India is expected to contribute approximately 25 percent of the incremen-
tal global workforce in the coming decade.4

Using this potential demographic dividend requires extensive higher-education  
reform. Traditionally, India’s university system pushed students into early career 
specialization through degrees in engineering, medicine, management, and law–
safe employment bets–leaving students with little chance to explore their own 
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interests. While specialist institutions can be excellent, the higher-education tap-
estry has lacked institutions that cultivate broad intellectual exposure and multi-
disciplinary outlooks on relevant societal issues. 

The underlying institutional structure has struggled to keep pace with demand. 
The primary regulatory body, the University Grants Commission (UGC), was set 
up in 1956, mimicking the structure of the eponymous organization in the United 
Kingdom. The role of the UGC is to advise the government of India on establish-
ing universities; allocating funds, scholarships, and fellowships; and maintain-
ing standards at institutions of higher education.5 Over time, the UGC has drawn 
criticism for inadequate staffing and enforcing complex policies that have stifled 
universities and innovative endeavors.6

In an attempt at policy innovation, the government of India initiated the In-
stitutes of Eminence (IOE) program in 2017 to build a regulatory structure that 
would enable Indian higher-education institutions to become world-class in 
teaching and research. An Empowered Expert Committee (EEC) was constitut-
ed to identify ten public and ten private higher-education institutions that could 
break into the top five hundred ranked universities in the world within ten years 
and, eventually, the top one hundred rankings.7 The EEC followed a rigorous pro-
cess to identify these institutions, allotting IOE status to a few. However, the pro-
cess lost momentum, and several institutions had their approval for IOE status 
postponed indefinitely. In 2023, a parliamentary panel recommended speeding up 
the IOE approval process and increasing funding to grant the status more widely.8

Meanwhile, in 2020, India launched a new National Education Policy (NEP) to 
provide universal access to quality education.9 It aimed to expand the Gross En-
rollment Ratio (GER) in higher education (including vocational education) from 
approximately 27 percent to 50 percent (for comparison, China has a GER of ap-
proximately 54 percent, the United States approximately 88 percent).10 This goal 
will require a near doubling of higher-education capacity from catering to approx-
imately 39 million students in 2020 to approximately 73 million by 2035, and ad-
dressing a faculty shortage–the student to faculty ratio in India is approximate-
ly 28 percent compared to approximately 20 percent in China and South Korea.11 
Consequently, the NEP seeks to break from India’s specialist-institution model 
and make all higher-education institutions multidisciplinary by 2040.

State governments also liberalized in the 1990s, believing investment in high-
er education would improve their economies and image. They provided land at 
subsidized rates. By 2021, the private sector ran more than 31,000 colleges (over 70 
percent of the country’s colleges), typically as for-profit institutions.12 

Private universities, however, have not exactly distinguished themselves in a 
positive manner.13 One researcher documented that one-third of politicians in the 
populous state of Uttar Pradesh ran the colleges in the region, gaining control of 
otherwise inaccessible land at concessional rates. Since the governance of edu-
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cational institutions often permits less transparency, they used the schools as a 
means to shield the flow of funds. This flurry of entries in the higher-education 
market resulted in regulators closing several colleges–especially those ostensibly 
set up to deliver technical and trade education. It also led the Supreme Court to 
rule against some egregious instances of land-grabbing by corporations attempt-
ing to establish new universities.14

Yet some universities have broken out of the pack. These alternative paths have 
been funded by new-age entrepreneurs who have prospered in an emerging and 
globalizing India, many with exposure to education globally, and typically in acts 
of collective philanthropy so that no one family controls an institution. 

I consider various examples to illustrate these points, starting with the Indi-
an School of Business, where some institutionally innovative characteristics have 
emerged, specifically in a professional education setting. Thereafter, I describe 
Ashoka University, closely modeled on an Ivy League liberal arts education, Plak-
sha University, which is reimagining engineering education using techniques in-
spired by the liberal arts, and Krea University, which is blending the liberal arts 
and the professions. Table 1 provides some descriptive information on three re-
spected preexisting privately founded universities as a comparative benchmark, 
alongside the four I have presented here. This is not an exhaustive list. My choice 
to include these particular institutions is driven by expository convenience.15 

The Indian School of Business (ISB) was the vision of some idealistic busi-
ness leaders and Indian-origin entrepreneurs. In the last two decades, it 
has become one of the few management institutions from Asia, and the 

only one from India, that has consistently been featured in the top fifty global 
rankings of management education institutions. ISB competes successfully with 
long-established two-year MBA programs in India despite its MBA equivalent, 
the postgraduate program (PGP) in management, being only a one-year program 
and not officially recognized by Indian regulatory authorities.16 

During India’s liberalization, a need emerged for managers with a global per-
spective not offered by incumbent MBA programs. Further, those MBA programs 
did not insist on practical work experience before enrollment, a feature of the 
global best. In 1995, V. S. Raju, then director of Indian Institute of Technology 
(IIT) Delhi, and IIT Delhi alum Rajat Gupta (former global managing director of  
McKinsey & Co.) met to discuss this challenge.

The initial idea, to build a School of Management within IIT Delhi and capitalize 
on its brand and infrastructure, was abandoned because a regulated public institu-
tion with rule-bound budget allocation offered limited scope for innovation. This 
meant ISB would have to be established through private capital. A governing board 
comprising global stalwarts from industry was formed, with each board member 
contributing the equivalent of US$1 million. By 1996, this group raised US$15 mil-
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Table 1
India’s Institutions of Higher Education, 2021–2022

St. Stephen’s College

Established in New Delhi in 1881 with a religious foundation called the Cambridge 
Mission. A constituent college governed by Delhi University with 1,263 students pur-
suing bachelor’s degrees, 71 students pursuing master’s degrees, and 49 full-time fac-
ulty members with PhDs.

Disciplines include engineering, humanities, social science, management, and natu-
ral science.

Azim Premji University

Established in Bangalore, Karnataka, in 2011 through family philanthropy. A non-
profit university governed by the Azim Premji Foundation with 338 students pur-
suing bachelor’s degrees, 197 students pursuing master’s degrees, and 140 full-time 
faculty members with PhDs.

Disciplines include natural and social sciences, economics, education, philoso-
phy, and English. It opened a new campus in Bhopal in 2023.

Shiv Nadar University

Established in Greater Noida, Uttar Pradesh, in 2011 through family philanthro-
py. A private university governed by the Shiv Nadar Foundation with 2,290 stu-
dents pursuing bachelor’s degrees, 248 students pursuing master’s degrees, 364 
doctoral students, and 248 full-time faculty members with PhDs.

Disciplines include engineering, natural and social sciences, and humanities.

Global academic collaborations include University of California, Berkeley;  
University of Michigan; University of Queensland; and University of Warwick.

Indian School of Business

Established in Hyderabad, Telangana, in 2001 through collective philanthropy. 
It opened a new campus in Mohali, Punjab, in 2012. It is registered as a Section-8 
nonprofit organization. A nonprofit business school with 927 students pursuing 
master’s degrees and 69 full-time faculty members with PhDs.

Disciplines include finance, economics and public policy, strategy and entrepre-
neurship, information systems, accounting, finance, operations management, 
and organization behavior. 

Global academic collaborations include Kellogg School of Management at North-
western University, the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, and 
the Fletcher School at Tufts University. 
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Ashoka University

Established in Sonepat, Haryana, in 2014 through collective philanthropy. A non-
profit university sponsored by the International Foundation for Research and Ed-
ucation with 1,603 students pursuing bachelor’s degrees, 524 students pursuing 
master’s degrees, 83 doctoral students, and 209 full-time faculty members with 
PhDs.

Disciplines include liberal arts, economics, biology, computer science, physics, 
chemistry, math, political science, and English.

Global academic collaborations include King’s College London, Connecticut  
College, University of Cambridge, and Duke University.

Krea University

Established in Sri City, Andhra Pradesh, in 2018 through collective philanthro-
py. A nonprofit university sponsored by the Institute for Financial Management 
and Research with 435 students pursuing bachelor’s degrees, 363 students pursu-
ing master’s degrees, 20 doctoral students, and 74 full-time faculty members with 
PhDs.

Disciplines include humanities, natural and social sciences, literature, arts, and 
business.

Global academic collaborations include MIT (J-PAL South Asia), Yale University 
(Inclusion Economics), King’s College London, and University of Chicago. 

Plaksha University

Established in Mohali, Punjab, in 2021 through collective philanthropy. A non-
profit university sponsored by the Reimagining Higher Education Foundation 
with 86 students pursuing bachelor’s degrees, 50 students pursuing master’s de-
grees, 1 doctoral student, and 20 full-time faculty members with PhDs.

Disciplines include engineering, entrepreneurship, and leadership.

Global academic collaborations include University of California, Berkeley;  
Purdue University; and University of California, San Diego.

Table 1, continued

The first three schools represent institutions with models that do not fit the collective gover-
nance of the schools profiled in this essay. The latter four represent a wave of more recent en-
trants, mostly driven by newer age entrepreneurs. Dates when the schools were established 
begin from the year the first batch of students was admitted. Source: Data for St. Stephen’s 
College, Azim Premji University, and Shiv Nadar University were compiled from the latest in-
formation available on their respective websites, institutional brochures, and India’s Minis-
try of Education’s National Institutional Ranking Framework 2023. Data for Indian School of 
Business, Ashoka University, Krea University, and Plaksha University have been sourced and 
verified directly from the institutions. See “National Institutional Ranking Framework 2023,” 
Ministry of Education, Government of India, https://www.nirfindia.org/2023/Ranking.html 
(accessed February 23, 2024).
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lion.17 This approach would later be termed “collective philanthropy”–in which 
multiple people pool their philanthropic donations for a common cause. ISB’s gov-
ernance superseded individuals’ independent ambitions to own the school. There-
fore, irrespective of the money contributed, each board member got one vote.

Andhra Pradesh’s then chief minister, N. Chandrababu Naidu, offered land at 
subsidized rates in Hyderabad. He saw ISB as a catalyst to shape the city’s image as 
one with global aspirations and a magnet to draw investments into the state. How-
ever, land and money proved easier to find than a world-class faculty, which ISB 
tried (unsuccessfully) to do through McKinsey’s pro-bono services. Realizing the 
challenge of attracting international faculty to an unknown Indian business school, 
they pursued academic partnerships with global business schools as a way to facili-
tate knowledge and faculty exchange. Several significant decisions followed.

The first decision was to build a one-year MBA program, liked by students be-
cause of the lower cost and quicker reentry into the job market. The Kellogg School 
of Management at Northwestern University helped design this effort, modeled on 
INSEAD in Fontainebleau and IMD in Lausanne. A traditional two-year MBA pro-
gram comprising roughly six hundred forty teaching hours was compressed into 
an intensive year of learning, while retaining the contact hours to preserve the pro-
gram’s rigor and quality.18 However, ISB’s MBA program would not get official rec-
ognition from India’s apex regulatory body, the All India Council for Technical Edu-
cation (AICTE), which mandates that MBA programs need to take two years to com-
plete. Instead, ISB applied for and received international accreditations, ensuring 
that employers would value certificates that the school issued to its students.

The second decision was to build an executive education program alongside 
the postgraduate program to generate additional funding for growth. The third 
was to adopt a model in which visiting faculty would teach one or two courses 
over a five-to-six-week period each year, allowing ISB to invite top faculty from 
renowned international business schools without disrupting their academic and 
personal lives. This structure relieved ISB of pressure to recruit a cadre of perma-
nent faculty before opening. By the time ISB opened its doors, it had hired four 
permanent faculty and twenty-three visiting faculty. With these “experiments” in 
place, ISB welcomed its first class of one hundred twenty-eight students to cam-
pus in 2001. Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee inaugurated ISB–a move crucial 
to establishing the credibility of this nonaccredited higher-education institution.

Twenty-two years after its inauguration, ISB became the one hundredth school 
in the world to earn the “triple crown” of accreditations–a feat achieved by only 
the top 1 percent of business schools.19 With an annual intake of nine hundred stu-
dents, it is on the way to becoming one of the largest MBA programs globally. It of-
fers scholarships to provide needs-cum-merit support to students, helping increase 
accessibility to its postgraduate program, which costs approximately US$45,000.20 
ISB’s experiments–the collective philanthropy model, the one-year nonaccredit-
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ed certificate program, the visiting faculty strategy, and the parallel running exec-
utive education program–would be borrowed many times by upcoming higher- 
education institutions claiming to provide world-class education in India. 

In 2007, six years after ISB’s opening, four philanthropists and entrepreneurs in 
India’s capital New Delhi discussed the need to build a university that would 
provide a world-class, liberal undergraduate education in India at a fraction of 

the cost of a similar U.S. degree.21 Their vision was to build an institutional mod-
el that could be replicated to meet the demands for high-quality university edu-
cation nationwide. They named the institution Ashoka University after Emperor 
Ashoka (c. 304–232 BC) of India, who is said to have represented India’s highest 
ideals through liberal thought.22 Launched in 2014, Ashoka University (Ashoka) 
has demonstrated the viability of an excellent liberal arts education in India while 
being more affordable than American Ivy League schools.23 

Ashoka’s founding group believed that India’s students could study liberal arts 
and build sustainable careers if they were part of a great educational institution. 
The founders felt undergraduates should explore their intellectual interests before 
specializing, design their own interdisciplinary courses of study, and be admit-
ted on holistic criteria (rather than single-dimensional test scores), all departures 
from Indian educational practice. The group identified five guiding principles to 
shape Ashoka: embrace private philanthropy, provide a multidisciplinary liberal 
arts education, create a self-sustaining financial model, partner with world-class 
visiting international faculty, and position the institution as an Ivy League–quality  
education alternative.24

In 2008, the founders set up an independent not-for-profit company, the Inter-
national Foundation for Research and Education (IFRE), inspired by ISB’s experi-
ence of using a model of collective philanthropy. Hence, regardless of their dona-
tion, every founder had one vote for decision-making. Soon, India’s top philan-
thropists, private-equity investors, industrialists, and entrepreneurs recognized 
the opportunity offered by Ashoka to play a role in nation-building. This was rem-
iniscent of the sentiment from the 1930s through the 1970s when established busi-
ness houses, such as the Tatas and Birlas, funded the establishment of institutions 
in education and health care.

The founding group realized it would take several years to demonstrate the vi-
ability of a world-class liberal arts education. They had to acquire land, get regula-
tory approvals, build a state-of-the-art campus, attract the first batch of students, 
and then wait four years for them to graduate and become alumni. Therefore, in 
2011, the founding group launched a one-year graduate program called the Young 
India Fellowship (YIF) to build an alumni base. The fellows in the program would 
be rigorously selected from a pool of working undergraduates. They would un-
dergo a one-year liberal arts education program, taking eighteen to twenty-two 
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courses, each lasting four to six weeks, taught by visiting world-class faculty. Like 
the ISB model, the students would be trained in leadership, communication, and 
critical writing and provided internship opportunities. The first few classes of the 
YIF were generously funded. Many fellows went on to top graduate degree pro-
grams in the United States and Europe. Others were hired by top organizations in 
India through the founders’ networks. 

Like the model for ISB’s postgraduate program, YIF granted a certificate to the 
graduates at the end of one year. In 2014, when Ashoka was officially launched, 
the fellowship was brought under its aegis and became a recognized and accred-
ited residential, graduate diploma-granting program in liberal studies. Today, it 
boasts of having nurtured more than twenty-one thousand socially conscious 
leaders and changemakers for the twenty-first century and has emerged as one of 
the most sought-after programs in India for young professionals.25 

Unlike other prominent, Pan-Indian, university-independent fellowships, 
such as Teach for India (established in 2008) and the Legislative Assistants to 
Members of Parliament (LAMP) Fellowship (established in 2010), in which fel-
lows are paid a monthly stipend, the Young India Fellows pay an annual fee to at-
tend Ashoka. The university provides need-based financial aid and partners with 
financial institutions to provide loans to cover the rest of the costs. As of 2023, 65 
percent of the fellows are on need-based financial aid.26

The pool of visiting faculty for the YIF came from different parts of India and the 
world to teach at Ashoka’s temporary campus in New Delhi. The visiting faculty 
helped both to establish the credibility of Ashoka’s mission and to recruit full-time 
faculty. While the paperwork to create the university was underway, partnerships 
were forged with the University of Pennsylvania and Carleton College for academ-
ic planning and certifications. The experiment’s novelty attracted some top liberal 
arts and leadership faculty to the YIF, and eventually to Ashoka overall. Some fac-
ulty gave public lectures to drive Ashoka’s outreach and fundraising efforts. 

By 2014, when Ashoka formally launched its campus in Haryana and admitted 
the first set of more than one hundred twenty undergraduates, YIF had paved the 
way for over two hundred credible alumni, who were placed in top organizations 
and global universities. This success drew faculty from India’s top institutions to 
move to Ashoka full-time. Today, Ashoka has over four thousand alumni (under-
graduate, graduate, and YIF attendees) spread across more than thirty countries. 
It currently operates on a twenty-five-acre campus housing forty-five hundred 
students, of which nearly 49 percent receive financial aid.

In 2015, when Ashoka University was in its second year, a few technology experts 
dreamt of reimagining technology education, motivated by the dismal quali-
ty of India’s engineering graduates.27 The would-be founders, all technologists 

with international experience, conceived of a university named Plaksha, a refer-
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ence to the ancient Indian centers of learning, or gurukuls, that flourished under the  
shade of the Plaksha (or Ficus) tree.28

Since 2021, Plaksha has sought to reimagine technology education, enable a 
research and innovation ecosystem, and address the challenges of health, securi-
ty, mobility, energy, and manufacturing.29 The founders strive to deliver an edu-
cation that addresses real-world problems by employing multiple technological 
know-how streams, drawing from liberal arts and business education, and offer-
ing a project-oriented curriculum connected to industry, an approach embraced 
by institutions like MIT (which emphasizes grand challenges) and the Olin Col-
lege of Engineering (which encourages curricular innovation).

Inspired by ISB’s and Ashoka’s collective philanthropy, the founding group 
raised funds from more than thirty-five business leaders in India, the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and Singapore. The state of Punjab, which had earli-
er lost competitive educational institutions to its neighbor Haryana because of the 
latter’s proximity to New Delhi, provided Plaksha with subsidized land in Mohali, 
near the state capital. 

While acquiring the land, Plaksha launched a yearlong graduate liberal arts–
based program in technology called the Technology Leaders Program (TLP), in  
partnership with Purdue University and the University of California, Berkeley, in a 
temporary campus in Gurgaon, Haryana, similar to Ashoka’s YIF. A global commu-
nity of CEOs, entrepreneurs, and academics designed TLP, and they put fifty-nine 
handpicked high-potential young individuals through its rigorous program. The 
TLP curriculum was focused on fields that Plaksha wanted to teach at undergrad-
uate levels, such as artificial intelligence, machine learning, design thinking, sys-
tems thinking, data science, entrepreneurship, and leadership. The first batch of 
TLP participants who graduated in 2020 all got jobs. By 2021, when Plaksha officially 
opened, TLP had emerged as a sought-after program for Indian youth interested in 
working at the intersection of technology, product development, and the social sci-
ences. Plaksha University then launched four unique bachelor of technology pro-
grams in computer science and artificial intelligence, robotics and cyber-physical 
systems, biological systems engineering, and data science, economics, and business.

To attract high school students, Plaksha started the Young Technology Schol-
ars (YTS) program. A two-week intensive summer program, YTS exposes students 
to real-world problem-solving through hands-on learning and interdisciplinary 
coursework.30 Plaksha is leveraging takeaways from both ISB and Ashoka as well 
as from the reputations of its founders with the hope of becoming a model that 
can inspire several other “Plakshas.” 

Krea University (Krea), led by the chairperson of its executive committee, 
Kapil Vishwanathan, represents a recent effort to reimagine liberal arts 
education for the world. Krea means an “action-oriented approach” in 
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Sanskrit. The university’s mission is to help humanity prepare for an unpredict-
able world, using the pedagogical concept of interwoven learning that combines 
thought with action, joins the arts with the sciences, and connects learnings from 
the past with preparedness for the future.31 Krea aims to develop agile, ethical, and 
purposeful leaders prepared to navigate human-human, human-machine, and 
human-environment relationships. 

Krea is located in Sri City in Andhra Pradesh.32 Unlike Ashoka, Plaksha, and 
ISB, whose parent bodies were instituted a few years before their founding, Krea’s 
sponsoring body is the Institute for Financial Management and Research (IFMR), 
established in 1970 to provide research input to industries and to the govern-
ment of India in finance and economics. IFMR was sponsored by major industri-
al groups as a form of collective philanthropy. Governing council members, who 
represent a cross section of society, serve three-year terms.

Krea houses two schools–the School of Interwoven Arts and Sciences and the 
IFMR Graduate School of Business–and oversees three research centers–Lever-
aging Evidence for Access and Development (LEAD), J-PAL South Asia (an affili-
ate of the Boston-based global Poverty Action Lab), and the Centre for Digital Fi-
nancial Inclusion (CDFI). Krea welcomed its first cohort of one hundred thirteen 
undergraduate students in August 2019, about half of whom are on need-blind  
financial aid. Undergraduates are empowered to design their own course of study.

While the first class of students is yet to graduate, the business program has 
been leading the charge in establishing an image for Krea graduates, serving a pur-
pose similar to the YIF and TLP models of Ashoka and Plaksha.

What will it take to become world-class? I’m a clear-eyed optimist who 
believes entrepreneurship can create productive societal change. High-
er education in the developing world–of which India is perhaps an  

exemplar–is in dire need of this. The Indian example of the past few decades has in-
fused dynamism on the margins of an otherwise staid system, run experiments that 
are largely succeeding, and chiseled away at the mistrust that has often bedeviled 
collaboration between private entrepreneurs and the rest of society (see Table 2). 

A key to these lessons is the rise of philanthropically minded private entrepre-
neurs, typically entering higher education laterally, rather than being career edu-
cators. They have pioneered newer institutional ideas, often borrowing from their 
global experiences to contextualize these concepts to India’s needs.33 Continued 
success requires these entrepreneurs to remain mindful of the ambient suspicion 
of the private sector. These individuals, mostly from (self-earned) privilege, are, 
fairly or otherwise, subject to the critique that they are elitist. Many are attempt-
ing to address this impression by providing need-based financial aid and broader 
outreach, but there is always more work to be done on true social and economic 
inclusion. 
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Table 2
Lessons and Key Highlights from the Experiments with New Institutions 
of Higher Education in India

Collective Philanthropy

1. Philanthropists, entrepreneurs, high-net-worth individuals, and private or-
ganizations with a common vision to improve education collaboratively 
contribute capital and resources such as time and networks over an extend-
ed period. 

2. These benefactors believe the autonomy and goodwill of the desired insti-
tution will supersede the desire for recognition or control by any individual  
donor or group.

3. Members of the governing boards get one vote, irrespective of their dona-
tion size. No individual group can claim ownership. 

4. The founders’ group attracts more donors from their networks.

5. The donors are often recognized as cofounders of the institutions, spon-
sors of scholarships and centers, and promoters of various infrastructural 
facilities. 

Shared Governance Model

1. Different stakeholders of the institution, such as faculty, staff, governing 
board, academic council, student bodies, and alumni, participate in build-
ing policies and driving decision-making for the institution. 

2. A distinction is maintained between the academic, administrative, and ad-
vancement functioning of the institution wherein respective bodies inform 
but do not interfere with each other’s work.

Obsession with High-Quality Faculty and Students

1. Institutions prioritize recruiting high-quality faculty with a global outlook 
who can inspire students with a love for learning. 

2. Institutions adopt a visiting faculty model to get globally renowned profes-
sors, academics, and practitioners to teach in fixed-week blocks, building a 
trustworthy academic perception to attract students.

3. Visiting faculty fill the early gaps for high-quality instructors until perma-
nent faculty are hired in the coming years.

4. Institutions use philanthropic capital to build world-class services to distin-
guish themselves–from academic engagement to campus facilities, extra-
curricular activities, research, branding, outreach, and placement results.
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Global Academic Collaborations

1. Institutions build academic partnerships with top international universities 
to drive faculty exchange, program design, and collaborative branding. 

2. Global partnerships create opportunities for international student exchang-
es, as well as research collaborations. 

State Governments’ Support

1. State governments liberalize policies that enable private players to estab-
lish educational institutions, seeing new universities as investments to gen-
erate employment and improve the state’s image.

2. State governments offer land and other resources at subsidized rates to the 
founders of educational institutions, often the result of interstate competi-
tion to attract such institutions.

Experimentation outside Regulatory Regimes

1. Institutions continue to experiment with nonaccredited models that have 
successfully coexisted with accredited programs. 

2. Institutions create alternate models in undergraduate and graduate pro-
gram structures to give students flexibility to design their own academic  
journeys. For example, undergraduate programs not limited to the tradi-
tional three-year bachelor’s degree, returning graduate programs, and the 
like.

3. Institutions adopt diverse, flexible, and liberal admission processes aligned 
with central and state regulatory policies that allow them to cater to a wid-
er candidate pool. 

4. Regulators allow some of these innovations to thrive despite not coming 
under their control, viewing them as experiments that could lead to more 
formal solutions for the country’s future educational needs.

Table 2, continued

Source: Author’s compilation of data.
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Further, for all the excellence in teaching that prioritizes more than a purely 
technical education, research has received relatively scant attention. None of the 
entrepreneurial efforts profiled here are within plausible distance of being world-
class in research. The institutions that I have highlighted have focused on becom-
ing teaching universities first and foremost.34 ISB, with the longest gestation peri-
od, is perhaps the most research-oriented, but that too is a work in progress, and 
only in management. ISB has set up multidisciplinary centers that are not siloed 
like departments in science and humanities colleges, and Ashoka and Krea have 
followed suit. Some have taken nascent steps toward developing doctoral pro-
grams, but it is a long road ahead. 

Additionally, a true liberal arts education requires institutional maturity from 
universities and broader societal structures, including the state’s machinery. This 
was brought to the fore recently with regard to freedom of expression when some 
saw Ashoka to be bending to political pressure to contain views antithetical to the 
government’s philosophy.35 

There has not been an opportunity in this essay to comment on the geopolit-
ical moment within which India finds herself, but it is relevant to the rise of the 
new universities. The United States and India have edged closer together–a rap-
prochement in the post–Cold War era that has survived changes in governments 
in both countries. This closeness has increased connectivity to the West as well. 
These new alliances are buttressed by the coming of age of the Indian diaspora in 
the West (primarily Indian-origin CEOs of leading Western companies, such as 
Alphabet, Microsoft, Novartis, and Starbucks) and in political circles (Vice Pres-
ident Kamala Harris in the United States and Prime Minister Rishi Sunak in the 
United Kingdom). The spillovers of this bonhomie are manifesting in a greater 
exchange of ideas between the West and India. 

Perhaps the most encouraging part of this emergent narrative is that an entre-
preneurial ecosystem is taking shape regarding private philanthropy directed to-
ward higher education. It manifests itself in openness to ideas, whatever their prov-
enance, a sine qua non for unfettered inquiry and creativity. Ashoka learned from ISB, 
and Plaksha and Krea from Ashoka, and they are all competing for good students 
and faculty. In the process, they have created the possibility for preexisting universi-
ties to up their game. Society should nurture this entrepreneurial process.
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Up Close: Asian University for Women

Kamal Ahmad

At a time when equalizing measures like affirmative action are being challenged, 
a women’s university is uplifting the most neglected and defenseless populations in 
Bangladesh. Yet the Asian University for Women (AUW) faces additional chal-
lenges in providing excellent higher education. This essay discusses how AUW also 
confronts mounting pernicious state control of education by transforming state- 
university relationships, and how, despite resurfacing nationalism and parochial-
ism, it advocates for regional collaboration in its student body. In a conflict-ridden 
world, it marshals political, financial, and diplomatic prowess to provide a liber-
ating pathway to those marooned in conflict. While fostering equality through its 
undergraduate and graduate programs, AUW has raised an age-old question con-
cerning a university’s function in an unjust, violence-prone, and divided world. Its 
answer: the best institutions embrace disadvantaged members of society through 
education aimed at emancipating those under the yoke of oppression.

In the postcolonial era, virtually every newly independent country established 
local universities. They were symbolic of the countries’ newfound sovereignty 
and reflective of their aspirations to be equal participants in the comity of na-

tions. At the outset, the dominant institutional model in former British colonies 
was of the Oxbridge variety: residential universities that offered neoclassical edu-
cation. These universities were expected to produce a cadre of native civil servants 
in the image of the former colonial civil services.1 During this era, this model was 
further influenced by U.S. land grant universities of the nineteenth century, whose 
practical approach to education became the mainstay in fields such as agriculture 
and engineering.2 An example of this influence is the historic establishment of the 
Indian Institutes of Technology. In 1950, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru drew on 
his education in physics to lead an international collaboration that created a net-
work of engineering and technology institutions. Over time, they rose as power- 
houses for practical technological education whose impact has extended well be-
yond India.3

In the early 1970s, however, the prevailing regard for universities in the region 
began to shift. The tumultuous student unrest that had become ubiquitous inter- 
nationally by 1968–surfacing in capital cities such as Mexico City, Paris, and 
Dhaka–revealed the power within universities to rally political protest against 
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the establishment that could threaten the edifice of the state.4 By consequence, 
universities became springboards in former British colonies for social, political, 
and even revolutionary change. In Bangladesh, the movement for independence 
found its center on the campuses of institutions like Dhaka University.5 After the 
country’s successful struggle to gain independence from Pakistan in 1971, many 
Bangladeshi universities awakened to a new sense of power that forced changes 
in their relationship with the state. Universities became increasingly autonomous 
and less accountable to the government while continuing to receive state funding. 
Due to these conflicting dynamics, governments also came to view universities 
less as engines for progress and more as political hydras that had to be dominated 
and controlled from within to maintain the balance of national power.

In the wake of this political unrest, universities began shadowing national 
politics with the same competitive framework of winners and losers. Academic 
excellence, scientific inquiry, and international competition became subject to 
government interference, which not only led to politically motivated appoint-
ments of leadership and faculty, but also perniciously impacted fair admission of 
students. This distortion continued even on campus where, for example, student 
union elections became a ticket to lucrative government contracts and political 
patronage.6 With extensive state subsidies to support enrolled students complet-
ing programs, and mass unemployment in the labor market, admission to resi-
dential universities also became a coveted economic gain.7 This benefit was made 
even more attractive due to the seemingly endless and elastic study period that 
came from repeated delays of final exams. With these advantages and loopholes at 
play, individual benefits began rivaling the importance of higher education’s more 
constructive aims. Despite these adverse impacts, many students turned coupists 
emerged from the political tumult as formidable forces to reckon with for region-
al government and university administrations. In the wake of such challenges, 
it was no surprise that the best administrative talent began fleeing or otherwise 
withdrew from their posts at universities, sparking and further reinforcing the 
downward spiral of these institutions.8 

The private-sector response to this power struggle was an attempt to cap- 
ture the unmet educational demands of students who could not or would 
not enroll at public universities and who did not have the means to obtain 

an education in the West. Today, this response continues with low barriers to entry 
and market-driven tuition prices, measures that have helped private universities 
grow rapidly in Bangladesh (and elsewhere in South Asia), both in numbers and 
in the sizes of populations served.9 Yet despite this growth, they face key chal-
lenges, such as their inability to attract qualified full-time faculty. To manage this 
issue, many private universities have turned to hiring faculty who have primary 
appointments at public universities. These instructors travel from one campus to 
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another to hold classes, often in the subjects of information technology, business 
management, pharmacology, and accounting–coveted disciplines that hold good 
prospects for students seeking immediate employment after graduation.

Between the deterioration of public universities, the emergence of private uni-
versities catering to a narrow stream of vocational subjects, and the development 
of an even narrower socioeconomic band of students, a few things have been lost. 
For instance, education in the liberal arts and sciences is easily forsaken, since it 
may appear to be unprofitable or unaffordable from a business perspective. In 
terms of profitability, liberal arts graduates may not be able to qualify for lucrative 
technical jobs. As for affordability, private universities are dependent on tuition 
revenues, and may not have the capital to support research or build resources like 
scientific laboratories. In addition, the notion of demonstrated talent and merit 
opening doors to socioeconomic advancement has also become devalued by the 
money and political connections that supersede the advantages of merit alone. 

It was in this context that the Asian University for Women (AUW) was con-
ceived in the early 2000s.10 Following its establishment as an independent inter-
national university in 2008, it has worked to nurture a spirit of comprehensive 
inquiry in its students through undergraduate programs in the liberal arts and 
sciences, and graduate programs in professional fields. The entire undergraduate 
program is designed to spur curiosity, imagination, and experience with differ-
ent modes of analysis, while the master’s programs are a bridge to the world of 
livelihood. For instance, one new interdisciplinary major for undergraduate stud-
ies, supported by the Mellon Foundation, combines the humanities with history, 
religion, philosophy, and literature.11 The master’s programs, on the other hand, 
are all geared toward employment. The MA in education, MA in apparel and retail 
management, and MA in drug sciences and bioinformatics are a few examples of 
this.

To overcome pervasive discrimination on the basis of gender, class, and caste, 
the university’s founders positioned AUW as a sanctuary and springboard for proj-
ects that advance knowledge and justice. A charter enacted by the Parliament of 
Bangladesh protects the university from outside influence and engages the state as 
an enabler of AUW’s ambitions, which include the betterment of neglected popu-
lations.12 To support this goal, philanthropists paid to open its doors to those who 
are socially and economically marginalized. As a result, 85 percent of its students 
are on full or partial scholarships.13 Another strategic approach is the university’s 
decision to recruit faculty from around the world, which made it less constrained 
by the local academic ecology. An additional solution to local constraints has been 
the international scope codified in AUW’s charter that requires only 25 percent of 
enrolled students to be from the host country of Bangladesh. This assertive move 
shows how the genius of a university lies in universality and meritocracy free from 
nationalism. Because of these specific approaches, AUW has become a magnet for 
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students from twenty-two countries, and a gateway for them to enter prestigious 
graduate programs and professions. Richard Saller, who became the twelfth pres-
ident of Stanford University on September 1, 2023, captured the empowering es-
sence of AUW and its students in his inaugural address during Stanford’s convo-
cation ceremony in 2023: 

The lesson from [AUW students’] stories is the critical importance of their personal 
motivation in the pursuit of their own meaningful goals. The Asian University for 
Women instilled in them confidence in their own agency, and Stanford provided the 
resources to use their extraordinary talents in pursuit of their passions.14

By focusing on the education of women, AUW powerfully signals how impera-
tive it is to cultivate the minds of a population that has been relegated to the peri- 
phery of history for too long. At a time when values of meritocracy, secularism, 
fairness, and equal opportunity are receding in the face of a pernicious system–
one that sustains corruption, patronage, and hate-mongering (with its attendant 
violence)–AUW hopes to champion the restoration of humanity’s essential val-
ues. Universities cannot be bystanders in this pursuit. They must be engaged par-
ticipants in reshaping the world for the better by taking action in their chosen do-
mains and setting the agenda for research and advocacy.

The words Let no one ignorant of geometry enter were allegedly inscribed on the 
door of The Academy, a school founded by the ancient Greek philosopher 
Plato that grew out of a renowned institution in Athens. Though it takes 

part in this academic tradition, AUW has no such motto or desire to keep certain 
students excluded. Instead, it looks to welcome those who evince courage, out-
rage at injustice, and profound empathy. In our current political climate, in which 
equalizing measures like affirmative action are being challenged, AUW explores 
the most unsuspected settings for gifted women and invites them to consider en-
rolling as students. The university also positions itself as an educational pathway 
for adolescent girls who, in many parts of Asia, are rarely told that they have any 
value beyond marriage and childbearing. The idea that they are free to imagine 
and pursue their dreams often seems farfetched given their circumstances: dis-
placement, conflict, poverty, and so on. Such conditions leave girls and women 
vulnerable, so it is also imperative that the university earns the trust of families 
and the community in its recruitment efforts. A new school in a major city that 
demands no tuition or additional living expenses for some students could be sus-
pected of dangers like human trafficking. Earning trust in this context is neces-
sary, but once it is earned, it creates a new vision in those same communities that 
value girls and women in new ways.

AUW believes that Plato’s “geometry” and other prerequisites for success in 
college can be taught and learned in supportive and nurturing environments. 
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This is why the university offers students flexibility and opportunity for academ-
ic preparation prior to matriculating into degree programs. Yet although these 
conditions are ideal for preparing prospective students, someone lacking purpose 
and motivation is unlikely to turn their education into an instrument that further 
empowers them to be an agent of change. It is for such reasons that AUW also 
employs a community approach that eschews online education, promotes recep-
tivity, and encourages collaboration. For one, online education without adequate 
access to English-language content and instruction is not helpful for students 
who speak other languages. Second, AUW strives to bring communities together, 
even those at war, so that the experience of living and learning collectively leads to 
reconsideration of inherited prejudices–something difficult to achieve in virtual 
settings. Third, AUW encourages students to develop collaborative projects with 
their colleagues that aim to address problems across nations. It is only by bringing 
the university community together in person that this level of collaboration can 
take root.

To recruit its inaugural class in 2008, AUW sent outreach teams to Bang- 
ladesh, Cambodia, India, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka to meet with 
potential students, discuss institutional principles (such as courage, lead-

ership, and tolerance), and administer country-specific entrance exams. With 
limited funds, there was no production or distribution of fancy brochures show-
ing luxurious dorm rooms and athletic facilities. The recruitment teams focused 
instead on discussing the curriculum and quality of education. This was to be true 
college instruction that emphasized problem-solving and critical thinking, with 
no trace of the rote learning and memorization that remains common in schools 
across the region.15

After accumulating a list of 1,100 promising applicants from these visits, it was 
decided that 100 students would be a suitable number for AUW’s first year and 
cohort. Not knowing how many women would say yes and leave their homes to 
study in Chittagong, the second-largest city in Bangladesh, 140 acceptance let-
ters were sent out. In March 2008, the first class of AUW students arrived on cam-
pus, a group of 136 ambitious young women from six countries. Though delighted 
with the outcome, the university still faced many questions: Would these women, 
from distinct backgrounds, get along? Was the curriculum too ambitious? How 
would the university sustain quality faculty and administrators who worked in 
the admittedly difficult environment of Chittagong? Would the school be able 
to cater to everyone’s needs in terms of health, nutrition, athletics, art, mental 
well-being, and so on?

Sixteen years later, nearly 1,600 students from twenty-two countries currently 
attend AUW, hailing from Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, China, 
India, Indonesia, Laos, Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan, Palestine, Sri Lanka, Syria, 
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Timor-Leste, Vietnam, and Yemen. In each setting, AUW has found novel ways 
to reach students. It has used existing microfinance networks to identify the most 
promising daughters of rural borrowers, campaigned in refugee camps where 
opportunities for higher education were not available, partnered with grassroots 
media to get the word out about the university’s educational opportunities, and 
even used cellular communications in conflict zones to connect with potential 
students. Once these pupils are identified and express interest, they are then asked 
to submit an application that includes prior academic records, an admissions test, 
and a personal interview. Through these materials, a choice is made about their 
suitability for admission.

Having graduated only ten classes, it is still too early to tell how effective 
AUW’s mission is to develop global leaders and agents of change. Yet 
some results have been promising. About 25 percent of graduating stu-

dents enter master’s and doctoral programs, with a significant number going to 
some of the top universities in the world. There is strong evidence of individual 
empowerment and entrepreneurship. For example, a group of graduates recruited 
from the floors of garment factories in Bangladesh have established a company that 
aims to create their own female-led factory. Afghan refugee alumni have taken 
steps to establish schools for other refugee girls in countries neighboring Afghan-
istan.16 Students who came from madrasas, educational institutions often associ-
ated with the religion of Islam, are signaling through their presence at AUW that a 
secular education does not necessarily violate any religious code.

Most important, AUW has quietly but effectively altered the image of a typi-
cal university student in Asian countries. It is no longer defined by middle-class 
appearances and values. Instead, it is exemplified by uniquely successful women 
from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, embodying the university’s mission to 
counter systemic discrimination. AUW alumni have entered graduate programs at 
Oxford, Cambridge, Duke, Johns Hopkins, and other prominent global universi-
ties, and secured employment with leading multinational organizations.17 Their 
success signals that the education provided at AUW is to be taken seriously, even 
if the students come from backgrounds that are underestimated in traditional 
university settings. Whether they choose to continue their education, join a non- 
governmental organization, or enter roles in the private or public sectors, AUW 
graduates are motivated through shared goals to envision large-scale change; ad-
dress pressing social, political, and economic issues; and promote gender equality 
in their home countries and around the world. 

AUW’s leaders are aware that nurturing such a visionary ethos places students 
and graduates in positions where they may be confronted with peril in the outside 
world. As a community, the university must be prepared to protect its members 
even after they have graduated. When 148 of its Afghan students and graduates 
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were stranded in Kabul just ahead of the NATO withdrawal of troops in 2021, AUW 
organized the evacuation of its entire community in Afghanistan.18 Since the re-
turn of the Taliban, another 500 Afghan students have been enrolled at AUW. More 
arrive each academic term, turning AUW into the single largest host of Afghan 
women students at any university. Similarly, with nearly 300 students from the 
Rohingya community, the university is arguably leading the way for the education 
of women belonging to this displaced ethnic group that has been escaping geno-
cide in Myanmar since 2017.19

In a region where both public and private universities are heavily regulated, 
AUW is privileged to have a charter enacted by the Parliament of Bangladesh 
that gives it complete academic freedom and institutional independence. 

Unlike other academic institutions in the country, no government official vets 
AUW’s curriculum, individual courses, or faculty appointments. The university’s 
administration has promoted a framework for public-private collaboration in a 
constructive manner. Thus, the parliament enables rather than controls univer- 
sity affairs, as it did by providing the one hundred forty acres of land on which the 
permanent AUW campus is currently being built.20 The government agency also 
took the extraordinary step of seeking to borrow funds from the World Bank to 
help support the campus construction. Nevertheless, as with most universities, 
AUW has faced its share of problems with faculty, infrastructure, funding, diver- 
sity and inclusion, and research. These pressing challenges are detailed below:

1. Faculty: The structure and content of AUW’s curriculum is similar to 
offerings at liberal arts colleges in the United States. Consequently, the 
institution competes for the same caliber of instructors without having 
the financial resources to compensate them at commensurate levels. The 
mission of the university is probably the single most important magnet in 
attracting high-quality faculty from different parts of the world. Many of 
the challenges in recruiting and retaining staff seem to also be related to 
the location and struggles of adapting to life in Chittagong. For those who 
have never lived in this region, it can be a culture shock. Therefore, in or-
der to reduce the turnover rate, particularly at senior levels, it is valuable 
that candidates visit AUW prior to accepting a position.

2. Infrastructure: Though the government of Bangladesh provided land for 
AUW’s campus, when the university’s charter was ratified in 2006–and 
although the government has supplied additional grants of land as needed–
the process to fund and start construction has been challenging and lengthy. 
Because the permanent campus is in development, the university must op-
erate out of rented facilities for all academic, administrative, and residen-



174 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Up Close: Asian University for Women

tial needs. These temporary quarters have limited space for the growing 
student population and incur high maintenance costs. Chittagong’s lim-
ited public services further increase the challenges of daily living for the 
academic community. The university’s dependence on this fragile infra-
structure will be significantly reduced once campus construction is com-
pleted, however. The initial master plan for the permanent campus, to ac-
commodate three thousand students, was prepared by Moshe Safdie–a 
noted architect who also served as faculty at the Harvard Graduate School 
of Design.21 Safdie went on to design AUW’s campus center, whose con-
struction is nearing completion. With the projected expansion of student 
enrollment and introduction of additional extensive academic programs, 
AUW turned to Pritzker Prize–winning architect Renzo Piano to revise the 
master plan and design the next five major academic buildings and the per-
forming arts center. Piano has described his vision for AUW as a “universi-
ty in the middle of a forest,” committing to use a maximum of 10 percent 
of the campus land for built space. 

3. Funding: The university has yet to identify a viable long-term model for 
sustainable funding. Thus, the challenge of providing superior education 
in a resource-limited setting to women who are generally without substan-
tial financial means cannot be understated. Currently, 85 percent of stu-
dents at AUW are on full or partial scholarships funded by government and 
foundation grants, corporate sponsors, and individual donors. Human-
itarian contributions could also be useful, considering a philanthropic 
preference in the international development arena for supporting educa-
tion in developing countries, but they have yet to help the university amass 
needed resources. With increased economic prosperity in the region, one 
can envision a financial model in which the tuition and fees paid by afflu-
ent students could subsidize costs for disadvantaged students. Nonethe-
less, AUW is far from achieving that model.

4. Diversity and Inclusion: These initiatives are key aspects of the school’s 
design, instruction, and administration. However, while diversity is an ex-
plicit goal at AUW, it does present some problems. Not all students arriving 
at AUW are prepared to deal with a rigorous college curriculum. As a re-
sult, the university has had to develop several preliminary programs to 
prepare students for college-level studies; these preparatory programs are 
now a necessity in the university’s academic structure.22 AUW has also de-
veloped robust mental health services–including one-on-one counseling, 
support groups, art therapy, martial arts training, and mentoring–to 
nurture the health and welfare of a diverse group of students, many with 
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traumatic backgrounds. In addition to these services, it has built dedicat-
ed spaces for vulnerable groups, such as the Rohingya Solidarity Center, 
to ensure that those in the university community who have endured the 
greatest setbacks receive the most support.

5. Research: At an institution where most faculty members carry a heavy 
burden of teaching, generating research has been challenging. And al-
though the university’s immediate surroundings provide ample opportu-
nities for studies in public health, environmental sciences, or refugee and 
migration issues, faculty participation in research within these areas is still 
forthcoming. However, research productivity is expected to rise as AUW 
establishes more graduate programs.

Most universities in the developing world are either state sponsored (pub-
lic sector) or supported through tuition revenues (private sector). In 
the rare cases in which an independent university develops without 

state funding, it is privileged to have a single philanthropic sponsor whose name 
the institution generally bears. (For example, Aga Khan University in Karachi, 
Pakistan, which was named after its founder Prince Aga Khan IV.) The Asian Uni-
versity for Women was created with an unusual mix of public and private charac-
teristics. It is independent of the state. It does not have an overarching sponsor, 
and is thus sustained by a wider array of supporters. It is international in its reach 
and resulting composition of students and faculty. Its principal focus is to educate 
women who do not have access to resources or opportunities for higher educa-
tion. And, as a liberal arts college, it eschews lecture-style classes in favor of close 
student-faculty interaction, making its teaching method more faculty-intensive.

If AUW succeeds in its vision, it will signal new possibilities for expanding the 
framework of higher education in the region. It will show how the state’s role in 
this level of education need not be defined as one of authoritative control, but 
instead as one that enables the ultimate mission of a university education to be 
realized. AUW’s focus on educating first-generation college students, and others 
whose social mobility is impeded by disadvantages, shows that affirmative action 
is far from an anachronistic practice. Rather, it is a social venture that must broad-
ly inform our best institutions, because any system that excludes large portions of 
its population from higher education and socioeconomic advancement imperils 
the fabric of society by sustaining unethical and illegitimate conditions. 
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The Socialist Model of Higher Education:  
The Dream Faces Reality

Isak Frumin & Daria Platonova

This essay explores the socialist model of higher education that originates from 
early socialist and Marxist thinkers. We contrast this model with Western and Chi-
nese models by focusing on the socialist model’s ideals of education as a public good, 
as free and equal access to instruction, and as a class-based approach to education. 
Our study of this model employs historical reconstruction and path-dependence 
analysis to understand the implementation and transformation of these ideals.  
We discuss early Soviet experiments, the global influence of the model, and its evo-
lution following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. The model’s emphasis 
on state control, specialized training, and production of a skilled workforce is also 
highlighted. The essay concludes by acknowledging the model’s flaws, reflecting on 
the implications for contemporary higher education, and recognizing its contribu-
tions to ideas of social mobility, fair access, and the role of universities in societal 
development.

In discussions of higher education, two main historical and cultural models 
are typically considered: the Continental European model, which is more 
specialized in practical and theoretical subjects, and the British-American 

model, which follows a liberal arts approach to all subjects. Occasionally, the 
Chinese model is included due to its association with Confucianism, a system of 
thought originating in ancient China that promotes family and social harmony. 
However, there is another set of principles for arranging the higher-education 
system that has existed and continues to exist: the socialist model, which millions 
of students still study within.

To understand how this model has survived and its relevance to contemporary 
challenges, we need to reconstruct the initial ideas that produced it, because the 
socialist model has been unlucky in its objective and neutral coverage in the aca-
demic literature. Few books and articles have attempted to understand the socialist 
experiment without either blaspheming or praising it. And often, the instruments 
built to implement the fundamental ideas behind this model are viewed as the es-
sence of this education system, when, in reality, they are technologies designed to 
implement its ideas in specific historic, cultural, and economic conditions.
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The story of the socialist model is unusual. Unlike the Continental European 
and British-American models, it was not built gradually through trial and error, 
but rather as a dream or utopian project that was transformed into the system 
we see and criticize today. The history of the realization of the socialist model is 
largely a drama wherein a beautifully spiritual dream of a small group of thinkers 
and revolutionaries collides with the reality of technological, economic, and hu-
man possibilities. To identify the critical elements of the socialist model that have 
survived and set a deep institutional path for postsocialist models, we rely on two 
approaches. The first approach is historical reconstruction, in which we examine how 
the basic socialist ideas were transformed in their encounter with technological, 
economic, and cultural realities, and how some of these ideas contradict each oth-
er in practice. The second approach is path-dependence analysis, in which we iden-
tify the elements of the model that have not completely disappeared after the col-
lapse of socialist regimes.

To begin, we discuss the fundamental ideas behind the model and attempts 
to implement these ideas. We then examine how these individual elements sur-
vived the new conditions of postsocialist development, and conclude by connect-
ing these elements of the socialist model to debates about prospects for higher 
education that are taking place today. Please note that throughout this essay, we 
have used the term “communism” to refer to the ideological construct that was 
the aim of social development in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Europe, and 
“socialism” to refer to the social order that was officially implemented in the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and socialist states.

The conceptual foundations of the socialist model of higher education 
can be traced back to the works of Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Vladimir 
Lenin, Antonio Gramsci, and even earlier utopian socialist thinkers like 

Henri de Saint-Simon, Charles Fourier, and Robert Owen, who Lenin considered 
an important source of Marxism. Although these theorists mostly wrote about 
education in a general sense and not universities per se, their ideas still provide 
insights into the foundations of the socialist model.

The first foundation of this model is the idea of education as a public good 
rather than a private good. Education, skills development, and personality devel-
opment were seen as serving the needs of society, rather than individual private 
interests. The authors of the socialist model recognized that real socialist educa-
tion should not cater to individual human interests but instead develop human 
abilities to fulfill public ideals. Fourier made this idea operational by present-
ing the concept of mechanical harmony, which was partially built on the idea of 
people as parts of a harmonious and effective social machine. According to Fou-
rier, everyone’s skills should be inserted into the right place. At the same time, 
he recognized the importance of specific human abilities and how skills develop-
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ment should reflect them. Saint-Simon argued that free and accessible education 
should be a source of inspiration for the nation and should contribute to its prog-
ress.1 Engels extended this idea politically by strengthening the role of the state 
in “The Principles of Communism,” which influenced his work with Marx in The 
Communist Manifesto: “The education of all children,” they say, “from the moment 
that they can get along without a mother’s care, shall be in state institutions at 
state expense.”2

The second foundation of the socialist model is the idea that education should 
be free and equally accessible. This idea first appeared in the writings of the early 
utopian socialist thinkers previously mentioned and grew from the criticism 
expressed by Marx and Engels, who denounced existing universities for being 
instruments of elite reproduction. In his brief tract, “The Eighteenth Brumaire of 
Louis Bonaparte,” Marx quotes the French Constitution: “Education is free. Free-
dom of education shall be enjoyed under the conditions fixed by law and under 
the supreme control of the state,” but the founders of Marxism did not provide 
any insights on the practical implementation of this humanist idea.3

The third foundation of the socialist model is the idea of a class-based approach 
to education. Marx and Engels expressed this idea clearly in The German Ideology, 
a set of manuscripts that critiqued the modern German philosophy of their time: 

The class which is the ruling material force of society is at the same time its ruling 
intellectual force. The class which has the means of material production at its disposal 
has control at the same time over the means of mental production, so that thereby, 
generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are 
subject to it. The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dom-
inant material relationships, the dominant material relationships grasped as ideas; 
hence of the relationships which make the one class the ruling one, therefore, the 
ideas of its dominance.4

The logical consequence of this idea is that the dictatorship of the proletariat 
should bring another set of dominant ideas into the intellectual sphere. In their 
perspective, the important difference between the dominant ideas of the bour-
geoisie and the proletariat was that proletarian ideas were not ideas of dominance 
or exploitation. They were, instead, ideas of liberation and building a new world. 
Following this view, the socialist education system could become a mechanism 
for developing and disseminating these working-class ideas.

These three ideological foundations, which have influenced and continue 
to influence intellectuals and education practitioners around the world, 
faced their first grand challenge of practical implementation when the 

Russian Revolution broke out in 1917. Lenin and his team faced two practical ques-
tions at the time: First, what should they do with traditional Russian universities 
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that had been growing since the eighteenth century based on a combination of 
French and German education models? Second, what should be expected from 
the new model of higher education that considers the big ideas of accessibility, 
class, and public good while bringing the most value into the development of the 
first socialist state?

The first question had two possible answers: make existing universities serve 
the objectives of socialist development or destroy them completely to build some-
thing new. The decision to choose the former answer took some time. Initially, the 
traditional universities were preserved to keep science alive. Yet the Bolsheviks, 
a radical political faction led by Lenin, did not trust traditional professors from 
the bourgeoisie to educate the new working-class generation. They also want-
ed to influence all intellectual fields with Marxist philosophy, a preference that 
made them critical of the hierarchical structure of traditional universities, and the 
power relations between professors and students. They considered rigid sequen-
tial curricula and exams as barriers for working-class youth, so they initiated ex-
periments to implement the idea of accessible, liberating knowledge. One such 
experiment was people’s universities, which these youth had unlimited access to, 
and where they studied without strict curricula and exams. Other experiments in-
cluded peer-to-peer learning groups (mainly for Marxism studies) in factories and 
public organizations, open lectures by famous scientists for workers and soldiers, 
and a communist academy.

The traditional universities were also affected by experiments with the for-
mats and organization of higher learning, and with attempts to eliminate tradi-
tional power relations in academia. The Bolsheviks insisted that professors and 
students should be equal. Thus, in some universities, exams were eliminated as 
an exercise in power. In addition to such reforms, students could choose courses 
freely. New leaders also experimented with collective learning and peer-to-peer 
learning within the traditional university setting and introduced mandatory so-
cial service practices for professors and students.

Another experiment that partially survived was what we today call “part-time 
education.” In other words, part-time study by working students. This exper- 
iment came from attempts to find effective combinations of study and work. 
Later, it enabled the development of the largest system of part-time education in 
the world and education approaches that were connected to specific enterprises. 
Some of these experiments lasted until the early 1930s. Prominent scholar and ed-
ucation reformer John Dewey wrote admiring words about these experiments in 
his 1929 book, Impressions of Soviet Russia and the Revolutionary World, in which he 
stated, “The Russian educational situation is enough to convert one to the idea 
that only in a society based upon the cooperative principle can the ideals of educa-
tional reformers be adequately carried into operation.”5 However, most of these 
experiments failed. The institutional arrangements were not stable, and they 
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faced troubles with scaling in both the socioeconomic conditions and the new po-
litical regime that developed during Joseph Stalin’s period of leading the Soviet 
Union (1924–1953).

Later, Lenin (and subsequently Stalin) realized that they could and should use 
the traditional machinery of higher education for their own purposes. Therefore, 
the idea of keeping elements of traditional university organization–such as rigid 
curricula, exams, and distance between professors and students–was not a part 
of the socialist model. This organizational model won partly because of its inertia 
despite the dramatic changes happening outside of it. Lenin made it very clear in 
a speech delivered at the Third All-Russia Congress of The Russian Young Com-
munist League in 1920: “It is said that the old school was a school of purely book 
knowledge, of ceaseless drilling and grinding. That is true, but we must distin-
guish between what was bad in the old schools and what is useful to us, and we 
must be able to select from it what is necessary for communism.”6 How have the 
higher-education institutions evolved in this dialectical process between social-
ist ideas of higher education, the hierarchical education models inherited from 
Europe, and the Soviet government’s use of these stratified models to build their 
own hierarchical version of socialist society?

In 1990, over twelve million students attended universities in socialist coun-
tries that had similar higher-education systems based on the fundamental 
ideas discussed above, with minimal variation. This could be explained by the 

centralized system of national control behind the Soviet Union’s state organiza-
tion, and the consistent model of higher education that emerged from early Soviet 
trial and error with education reform. At the time, many “first world” countries 
allied with the Western Bloc (led by the United States)–and “third world” coun-
tries neutral to both the Western and Eastern Bloc (led by the Soviet Union)– 
implemented some elements of this revised model, sometimes without reference. 
The main practical characteristics of this later system in relation to the founding 
principles of the socialist model follow education as a public good, free and equal 
access to instruction, and class-based education approaches.

The idea of higher education as an exclusively public good transformed into 
the idea of higher education as a state good, since, in the socialist society, every-
thing public was controlled and owned by the socialist state. For example, the 
owner of the university was not the people-nation-public but the state. This is one 
of the striking paradoxes of the disconnect between discussion and implementa-
tion. In discussion, Lenin proposed theoretical ideas about the elimination of the 
state, and the transfer of power to the masses that would destroy the separation 
between governors and the governed. However, in implementation, Lenin’s ideas 
and Marxist interpretations of them considered the Soviet Union as the state and 
as an all-embracing institution.7
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This initial idea of higher education as a public good was entrenched in the 
United States and Europe in the nineteenth century via U.S. land-grant universities 
and the Humboldtian model of higher education, whose core idea is a holistic 
combination of research and studies. American state universities were supposed 
to be accessible to everyone. The state owned these universities and funded them, 
resulting in low tuition costs for students. Therefore, the important condition 
for implementing these ideas was the principle that higher education should be 
provided by the state, leaving no space for private education. This had power-
ful consequences such as making the higher-education system a part of the state 
bureaucracy. By contrast, in the Soviet Union, this idea was implemented in two 
additional directions. 

In the first direction, higher education became a machine that produced man-
power for the socialist economy. Lenin’s government quickly realized the impor-
tance of specialized skills and knowledge for successful industrial development. 
Since he viewed socialism as one unified factory, he also saw skills development 
as the sector in the factory responsible for manpower production. In letters and 
resolutions, he stressed education as a source of productivity increase.8 Thus uni-
versities, following this approach, had to become part of the socialist production 
machine and develop useful skills and knowledge within their students. The Bol-
sheviks predicted the idea of human capital, strongly believing that it should be 
nationalized. The state, for instance, could plan how many people it should pre-
pare for different economic sectors because the socialist plan was not just about 
the number of cars to be assembled, but also about the number of engineers to 
prepare for such specific jobs. This vocational approach was inspired by the idea 
of labor division as a universal perspective in all spheres of life.

In the greater mechanism of the state economy, each student was seen as a cog 
with highly specialized skills, which was achieved through specialized training 
for specific jobs, and rapid response to technological innovations. The Soviet gov-
ernment easily created new universities to respond to changing needs. For exam-
ple, during the Cold War arms race, universities were established for the nuclear 
and space industries. This system not only created a supply of skilled workers but 
also matched them with employer demand through state economic planning and 
mandatory job placement, providing guaranteed employment and relatively high 
training efficiency. Specialized training also required a curriculum that was me-
ticulous and focused, but this narrowly specialized character of higher education 
was not a feature by itself–it was a logical consequence of the idea to prepare peo-
ple for very specific jobs.

At the same time, narrowly specialized training could not be called “voca- 
tional,” as stated by many sources in the literature. The graduates had extensive 
training in Marxist humanities, as well as mandatory foreign language and physi-
cal education classes during their first three years of study. In the 1930s, the growth 
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of this narrow system was fortified by the creation of specialized institutes, as well 
as the separation of such institutes from large multidisciplinary universities. Even 
agricultural universities could be divided into specific higher-education institu-
tions of livestock, milk technologies, grain production, and so on. In the post-
socialist countries of Central and Eastern Europe, specialized institutions have 
largely become multidisciplinary universities and have been placed under the 
control of these countries’ education ministries.9

Some features of specialized higher education were typical for countries go-
ing through an industrial revolution. Just as land-grant universities did in the late 
nineteenth century in the United States, Soviet polytechnic universities, agricul-
tural, engineering, and pedagogical institutions, provided infrastructure for rapid 
human capital development to meet the needs of growing industries. We must not 
forget about the territorial and geographical features of this education approach 
either, seeing as the task of developing the territory for academic institutions 
was no less acute. Universities acted as part of the standard infrastructure of new 
cities, along with hospitals, kindergartens, and libraries. The peculiarity of the 
Soviet project was that these investments were purely state owned, in contrast to 
initiatives that were implemented in the Russian Empire and other countries with 
opportunities for large private investments and public-private partnerships. For 
example, The National Research Tomsk State University (known as Tomsk Uni-
versity during the Soviet era) was established by Russian Emperor Alexander II in 
1878, with the support of private investments and other major funds from entre- 
preneurs, industrialists, businessmen, and local city councils.10 A similar approach 
was used in other socialist countries where universities served as important driv-
ers of territorial economic development.

In the second direction for implementing the idea of higher education as a 
public good, higher education became an engine driving the construction of a 
communist society. Lenin believed that the next generation would be free from 
capitalist memories and could therefore become the real driving force for the con-
struction of communism, the new social order. He insisted that socialist universi-
ties should bridge the gap between life and practice:

One of the greatest evils and misfortunes left to us by the old, capitalist society is the 
complete rift between books and practical life . . . . That is why it would be most mis-
taken merely to assimilate book knowledge about communism. Without work and 
without struggle, book knowledge of communism obtained from communist pam-
phlets and works is absolutely worthless, for it would continue the old separation of 
theory and practice, the old rift, which was the most pernicious feature of the old, 
bourgeois society.11

The implementation of this task created probably the most important feature of 
the early socialist model: social activism, the “fourth mission” of universities.12 
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It was not just about the practical implementation of learned skills. It was about 
active transformation of the social and cultural environment. Students and pro-
fessors became active preachers of the communist ideology; they participated in 
the creation of new proletarian culture, including political movements like early 
Soviet Vanguardism; and they helped workers and peasants in their practical tasks.

It is important to note that there were two distinct periods in the development 
of socialist higher education. The socialist model of the first developmental period 
emerged in the early days of the Soviet Union. Gramsci discussed the model and 
stressed that universities could become a major source of social transformation and 
cultural revolution, even in their traditional organizational structure.13 This model 
assumed that the mission of the higher-education system is not the reproduction 
of an existing social order but the production of a new one. It had an emphasis on 
community outreach, creativity, and dynamism. In all socialist countries, higher 
education gradually entered its second developmental period when it became part 
of both the state and the party bureaucracy, fixed with the main task of reproducing 
existing socialist society. It made social activism formal, transforming political ac-
tion into political obedience and conformity to reproduce the new party hierarchy.

After higher education as a public good, the second founding princi-
ple of the socialist model–free and equal access to education–had two 
directions for implementation. First, the Bolsheviks aimed to make higher 

education universally accessible and free but were unable to make it fully univer-
sal because access was primarily based on meritocratic selection with some excep-
tions. Despite this selectivity, it is notable that the Soviet Union and other socialist 
countries had higher university enrollment rates than many wealthy countries. 
In 1913, the Russian Empire had just sixty-three state and fifty-four private insti-
tutions of higher education. These were elite institutions with high tuition costs 
and around one hundred thousand students. In 1923, there were over two hun-
dred eighty institutions with more than two hundred ten thousand students, and 
by 1940, there were eight hundred twenty institutions with eight hundred thousand 
students.

Second, the idea of fair access differed from that of equal access. Socialists be-
lieved that justice was fundamentally class-based and should account for initial 
inequalities, either through affirmative actions or additional support for students 
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. The Bolsheviks pioneered large-scale 
positive discrimination by implementing the idea of fair and wide access, which 
went hand in hand with negative discrimination against students from educated 
and wealthy classes. This access was broadly related to social engineering, deliber-
ately supporting what would now be called first-generation college students. This 
system of affirmative action helped build a new social structure, as expressed by 
lyrics from “The Internationale,” an international anthem adopted by the Com-
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munist Party: “He who was nothing will become everything!”14 Positive discrim-
ination provided opportunities for social mobility, gender equality, and the devel-
opment of small ethnic groups.

Soviet leadership introduced not only many categories of quotas but also 
other instruments of educational support for students from disadvantaged back-
grounds. These included grants for young people from working-class families 
who completed military service and went to university, as well as part-time and 
evening education for working students that became a popular form of instruc-
tion. Combined with a regulated labor market, these measures had a strong and 
lasting impact. By 1930, around 34 percent of students in institutions of higher 
education came from working and peasant families. By 1950, the figure increased 
to 66 percent, with women accounting for about 42 percent of students in higher 
education.

It is important to note that the process of social engineering not only employed 
positive discrimination but also involved dramatic negative discrimination against 
students who belonged to overeducated groups, such as children from bourgeois 
families in the 1920s and 1930s or Jewish students from the 1950s through the 
1970s. All socialist countries used different forms of affirmative action to achieve 
better representation for underrepresented groups–for instance, students from 
rural areas in China, the Romani populations in Eastern Europe, or the Afro- 
Cuban population in Cuba. Many universities had special officers (now known as 
diversity officers) who controlled admission and educational support measures 
for such students.

A class-based education approach, the third founding principle of the socialist 
model, meant that higher education should not only train qualified specialists but 
also produce leaders, elites, and people with coherent ideological values. In other 
words, the “new Soviet person.” This led to two radical and practical innovations 
in defining higher-education objectives. The first innovation was that all gradu-
ates should be equipped with deep knowledge of Marxism. The second was that 
all graduates should become highly moral people focused on the collective good. 
These two innovative objectives were interconnected but different, with the for-
mer being about knowledge and the latter being about attitudes and values. They 
were also critical parts of the Soviet nation-building process in territories with 
extremely diverse populations in terms of culture, language, and history. Higher-
education institutions played an important role in promoting a universal curricu-
lum and common approaches to the educational process.

To return to the first objective, becoming expert Marxists required a deep 
dive into Marxism. Universities never agreed to call this process indoctrination, 
as Marxists considered Marxism a science rather than a doctrine to memorize or 
believe. As such, Marxism-Leninism courses were integrated into the mandatory 
curriculum for all fields of study, taking up 10 to 20 percent of learning time. These 
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courses were given high academic status and combined in a logical sequence, with 
a typical set including topics such as “History of the Communist Party” and “Sci-
entific Atheism” in the first year, “Dialectical and Historical Materialism” in the 
second year, “Marxist Political Economy” in the third year, and “Scientific Com-
munism” in the fourth year. The syllabi for these courses were developed centrally 
in Moscow Communist Party institutes and became dogma, with professors re-
quired to follow them precisely. The teaching of Marxism in courses lacked any 
element of questioning and doubt, focusing instead on memorizing ideological 
texts, rewriting them, and reproducing correct interpretations and accepted quo-
tations. This learning method made Marxism more like a religious cult than a 
philosophical doctrine. No studies have been conducted on the efficacy of such 
mandatory scientific training in Marxism, but one can assume that it was low. For 
instance, millions of those who studied scientific atheism eventually joined tradi-
tional religions after the collapse of socialism.

Concerning the formation of a new Soviet person, the second objective of 
Soviet higher education, universities became responsible for actively engaging 
students through extracurricular activities–namely, amateur theater, arts, and 
sport activities, as well as community service (known today as service-learning). 
The primary mission of these activities was to develop the importance of col-
lective action. Ninety-nine percent of students were members of the All-Union 
Leninist Young Communist League, also known as the Komsomol, a political youth 
organization sometimes described as the youth division of the Communist Party, 
despite its independent status. In addition, each university had a committee that 
wielded a strong voice and independent resources toward students’ collective, 
political action. These committees supported student initiatives, as long as they 
did not contradict the dominant ideology and norms. They also conducted annual 
evaluations of students’ moral stance and social engagement.

It is worth noting that the hidden curriculum embedded in the Soviet edu-
cation model influenced the formation of this new Soviet personality, creating 
someone who gained the right to work, who accepted the universality of individual 
educational and professional trajectories, and who succumbed to the illusion that 
those trajectories were being planned and optimized at the national level. Though 
the learning plans for each field of study were standardized, their large class work-
loads and limited independent work provided no room for students to make 
valuable educational and life choices. And while these plans also maintained the 
illusion of providing an optimal personal track toward postgraduate success, they 
denied individual responsibility and agency. In exchange for students’ transfer-
ring the rights to their personal educational choices, the state guaranteed them 
societal success through their chosen trajectory, which was centered on the abil-
ity and right to work. Therefore, during the second period of implementing the 
socialist model, an era that emphasized societal reproduction and the objective of 
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forming a new Soviet person, the idea of creating a socially active, collectivist per-
son turned into training young students for hypocrisy and obedience.

These new socialist elements in educational objectives and the educational 
process led to specific organizational features of universities. Western re-
searchers studying socialist higher education often emphasized severe 

limitations on academic freedom within this model, and this is correct. However, 
it is important to stress that this was a logical consequence of the entire model. 
These limitations did not affect freedom of research in the natural sciences, med-
icine, or engineering after Stalin’s governance. They limited political freedoms 
but did not stop scientific discussions if they avoided Marxist dogmas. Moreover, 
universities had more intellectual freedom than other organizations. For exam-
ple, professors and students had access to modern art and books authorized only 
for science libraries. Even in Marxist disciplines, the principles of scientific rigor 
and academic honesty exercised by natural science and engineering communities 
positively influenced the culture of higher education.

The role of the Communist Party and the Komsomol in socialist higher edu-
cation was quite complex. These two organizations existed not just for ideologi-
cal control but also provided some degree of pluralism and debate within the ex-
ecutive hierarchy. Socialist universities had a dual-governance model in which the 
senior executive (rector or president) had significant power and was subordinate to 
the government’s minister of higher education. At the same time, the Communist 
Party secretary was independent and coregulated many aspects of university life, 
including personnel policies. He had a completely different line of command in the 
territorial party committee, compared to the rector who was a member of the uni-
versity party committee. These executives had complex relationships that often led 
to conflicts, as well as some discussions that replaced the classical form of shared 
governance.

When the USSR collapsed in the early 1990s, the former Soviet republics and 
countries of the socialist bloc in Europe faced not only newfound freedom, but 
also the resulting consequences of poverty, loosely coupled governance, and pain-
ful breaks in social order and social perception of justice. Though many layers 
of Soviet-era institutional structures and organizations fell off from higher edu-
cation during this time, many also remained.15 Two examples among the layers 
that did not survive are coherent ideological education and formative moral ed-
ucation. Case studies such as Turkmenistan showed how Marxist courses were 
easily replaced by new ideologies formulated in postsocialist works like Ruhnama, 
a two-volume work written by one of the country’s former presidents, Sapar-
murat Niyazov, that served as a tool of state propaganda and cultural history.16 
Through cases such as this, the idea of higher education as a driving force for con-
structing new societies became clear. In other former constituent countries, new 
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universities were established to support the new aims of socioeconomic develop-
ment, namely training new national bureaucracies, diplomatic corps, academics, 
and other professionals. By the mid-2000s, universities had received more atten-
tion from the state and large private establishments. In the decades since, uni-
versities have become part of national state-building strategies that treat higher- 
education institutions as drivers of their global enterprise and large-scale initia-
tives for competitive excellence.

Throughout these postsocialist developments, the perception of higher ed-
ucation as a public or state good has remained crucial. Current Russian higher 
education presents an interesting case in the duality of practical approaches, as 
seen in the binary of tuition-based admissions (a private marketized good), com-
pared with tuition-free admissions (a relative public good). The opening of private 
education institutions made it possible, almost universally, to increase participa-
tion in higher-education systems. Affirmative action measures have also survived 
in a drastically decreased form. While societies experienced increasing inequality 
in the distribution of economic capital, merit-based access to higher education 
became a dominant source of equality, reflecting the idea of new fairness by rarely 
considering the socioeconomic background of applicants’ families. 

Although the labor market changed dramatically and the plan system of stan-
dardized study was abandoned, the idea of strong links between universities and 
the labor market persisted, even after the collapse of the socialist system. How-
ever, even in nonsocialist countries, the connections between labor markets and 
universities to graduates’ employability persist as key policy issues, to ensure uni-
versities provide markets with a steady supply of graduates who are equipped 
with the specific skills demanded by today’s employers. Toward this aim, some 
former Soviet countries have introduced mandatory job placement for students 
trained at the expense of state funding. Even more formerly constituent countries 
are trying to improve graduates’ employment through organized contacts (usu-
ally in the form of contracts) with industries, while bachelor’s and master’s pro-
grams, as well as education in private universities, have supported students’ flexi-
bility within their educational and professional trajectories. The neighboring Bal-
tic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania recently succeeded in national reforms 
to higher education and curricula.17 However, the specialized curriculum is still 
strong, preparing graduates for specific skills-based jobs with limited variability 
and choice.

We believe that the main lesson from our study of the socialist educa-
tion model is the risk of totalitarianism demonstrated by the history 
this essay reconstructed, a history in which humanistic dreams about 

perfect universities in a perfect society transformed over time. As soon as high 
social objectives became mandatory for everyone, the energy and initiative to re-
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alize such objectives were focused on social control, pressure, and reproduction, 
rather than on the production of a new social order. The expansion of mandatory 
values in Soviet-era universities (and any university system by extension) also 
created power struggles instead of meaningful discussions and free individual 
choice. At the same time, some ideas and elements of the socialist model were ac-
tively used in nonsocialist countries, both prior to and following the collapse of 
the USSR. Many of them are still good sources for the invention of effective social 
and educational instruments that improve higher-education systems.

The reconstructed history and path-dependence analysis that guided this es-
say also highlight the development of universities as drivers of economic growth. 
This view became quite popular in many countries that aligned the supply of 
skilled students from universities with the demands of employers in the labor 
market. We noted the growing discourse of employability as an important out-
come of higher education, along with mechanisms piloted in socialist countries, 
like industrial practice and early employment contracts, which could be used 
in different economic settings. The idea of having specialized universities for 
fast-growing sectors of the economy in developing countries proved to be effec-
tive then and can be used more widely now, as universities worldwide continue 
to work as drivers of social and cultural transformation. We see many elements 
today of social mobilization, for example, in universities that include the green 
agenda and social sustainability in their missions.18

The socialist model has played its role in higher education and was attractive 
due to its promotion of founding principles like free and equal access. In current 
times, many countries have outperformed early socialist experiments with the 
expansion of their higher-education systems. Nordic countries are a good exam-
ple of higher-education systems with high rates of participation. They are also 
closer than other countries to the ideal society theorized by early utopian social-
ists.19 At the same time, many countries elsewhere struggle with expanding public 
provision of higher education, but we think some ideas and approaches from the 
socialist model could help. Take the rapid scale-up of online higher education, 
for instance. Perhaps the early stages of the comparably rapid growth of higher- 
education systems in socialist countries could be used as a blueprint for expand-
ing online education. At present, that expansion is mostly driven by fee-based 
programs. However, with fair scaling, it could become a great force for democra-
tizing access to higher education.

Large-scale affirmative actions in Western nations, states, and countries were 
an obvious response to the socialist model’s principle of fair access. Today, these 
actions exist in many countries around the world where they continue to support 
social mobility. Still, the practical experience of having socialist systems reinforce 
social mobility (through targeted access to higher education) suggests that we 
must take a deeper look at not just the entrance to university, but at success after 
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enrollment. Different instruments of enriching nontraditional students’ higher- 
education capital could be used to increase the effectiveness of the fair-access  
system.20

The Marxist idea to teach liberating knowledge at universities became quite 
popular in the second half of the twentieth century, especially in postcolonial 
countries, but we think the lesson this idea imparted is more negative. A class-
based approach to teaching, the last founding principle of the socialist model, 
easily became an instrument for indoctrination and limiting free thought. But 
there was an upside in the idea that universities should engage in formative ed-
ucation aimed at students’ personal development, which also supports discovery 
of their sense of purpose within a collectivist framework. In the first quarter of 
the twenty-first century, this idea is becoming more popular again, with some re-
searchers recommending deeper study of topics like the creation of Chinese col-
lectivist values, since most Chinese scholars in the field of higher education have 
found interesting connections between Marxist and Confucian ideas. We think, 
overall, that the socialist experiments discussed in this essay show how risky and 
complex the field of value education is. However, we can always learn more about 
the socialists’ attempts to connect higher education and the real world in ways 
that inspired reformists like John Dewey a century ago.

authors’ note
The authors of this essay had firsthand encounters with the socialist model of high-
er education. One of them is a direct product of its implementation during the So-
viet era; the other studied at a post-Soviet university that was both on the Soviet 
path and trying to overcome it. The authors’ dialogue within this essay supported 
an attempt to separate personal impressions from the objective picture. In doing so, 
it became clear that socialist ideas concerning education, and practical attempts to 
implement them, deserve to play a role in the discussion of the evolution of higher 
education in the world.
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The Geopolitics of Academic Freedom: 
Universities, Democracy & 

the Authoritarian Challenge

Michael Ignatieff

This essay examines why academic freedom has become a defining issue in the 
geostrategic competition between liberal democracies and their authoritarian chal-
lengers. The growing strategic rivalry between the United States and China is threat-
ening to disrupt, even destroy, academic interchange between liberal and authoritari-
an societies. At the same time, populist right-wing leaders in Western democracies are 
attacking university autonomy, as part of a strategy of authoritarian consolidation. 
Hungary’s prime minister Viktor Orbán has pursued an authoritarian takeover of his 
country’s higher-education system while seeking new partnerships with Chinese insti-
tutions. Through this essay, I seek to explain why academic freedom faces unprecedent-
ed challenges, both within liberal democracies and from authoritarian competitors.

Academic freedom has become a defining issue in the geostrategic com-
petition between liberal democracies and authoritarian regimes world-
wide. It is also at the center of the authoritarian populist challenge to 

liberal democracy in free societies. To grasp how these two dimensions inter- 
connect, I look in detail at Viktor Orbán’s Hungary, since his rule demonstrates how 
one nominally democratic regime has targeted academic freedom at home, while 
seeking partnerships with authoritarian regimes abroad. Academic freedom is at 
stake in these geostrategic conflicts because it is more than a professional privilege 
enjoyed by tenured faculty. It’s a sustaining pillar of democracy, one of the checks 
and balances of a democratic system, and it entitles tenured members of a universi-
ty community to write and teach without interference from governments, universi-
ty administrators, colleagues, or public opinion. This freedom also comes with ob-
ligations to subscribe to the standards of academic excellence and to tolerate, if not 
respect, divergent opinion in academic exchange and in the classroom.1 The free-
dom of individual academics depends, in turn, on the capacity of universities to set 
academic priorities free of interference from government or corporate interests. 

Academic freedom and democratic freedom depend on each other. When 
democracy’s checks and balances are respected, when the rule of law is upheld, 
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when elected officials respect the autonomy of the institutions of a liberal demo-
cratic state, university autonomy is respected too. Where these wider democratic 
guarantees are challenged, universities find themselves vulnerable to political at-
tack. In a time of “democratic recession,” academic freedom has come under extra- 
ordinary pressure from authoritarians abroad and authoritarian populists at home.2 

Globalization brings Western academic freedom face to face with the academ-
ic cultures of authoritarian states. Universities from these opposing systems are 
linked in global networks through which students, faculty, research partnerships, 
and corporate relationships flow.3 While universities have been transnational insti- 
tutions since the Middle Ages, after the Cold War, they have transformed them-
selves from provincial institutions training local elites into global institutions  
recruiting international talent. 

Unlike the totalitarian regimes of the 1930s or the Communist tyrannies of the 
Cold War, authoritarian regimes in the twenty-first century know that if their aca-
demic institutions have any chance at excellence or innovative research, they must 
be free to engage with leading universities in democratic societies. Authoritarian 
regimes and single-party states like Singapore, for example, have built world-class 
universities.4 China has invested in academic excellence too. As Chinese universi-
ties ascend the global rankings, their leadership knows that the universities of free 
societies continue to set the standard for achievement.5 The Chinese government 
allows its universities to exchange with competitors and permits their students 
to study abroad, reckoning that international exchange does not threaten regime 
control. Russia has taken a different course: allowing universities to languish to 
prevent them from breeding challenges to Vladimir Putin’s rule.6 

Since the end of the Cold War, Western universities have expanded ambi-
tiously into authoritarian territory in the Middle East, the former Soviet 
Union, Vietnam, and China. Through the campuses they have established 

there, these universities’ leaders believe they can reconcile academic freedom 
with the restraints imposed by their host countries. NYU Abu Dhabi, for example, 
claims that its courses critically analyze the political systems of the Gulf State oli-
garchies.7 NYU Shanghai tries to maintain an intellectually open environment in a 
host country that restricts access to the internet. The Schwarzman Scholars who 
study at Tsinghua University in Beijing are nominally free to write critically about 
the Chinese Communist Party or Chinese institutions, but putting these freedoms 
into practice has been difficult.8 

Academic institutions from authoritarian societies that have expanded into 
the democratic West likewise claim that they respect the canons of academic free-
dom. The Confucius Institutes that China has established on campuses across 
the world claim they are independent institutions. Yet the leaders of some West-
ern countries disagree and have taken steps to send them home.9 During the Cold 
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War, the Soviet Union and China were scarcely integrated into the global econo-
my, and the rare student exchanges between Eastern and Western countries were 
highly supervised. Nowadays, Chinese students are a rising segment at American, 
British, Canadian, and Australian universities. Western institutions that depend 
on income from Chinese students must allow criticism of authoritarian regimes 
in their classrooms, without alienating the authoritarian governments that allow 
their revenue streams to flow.10 Similarly, authoritarian governments must allow 
their students to study abroad while ensuring they don’t return with democratic as-
pirations.11 They do so by keeping their students under surveillance overseas. This 
exerts a chilling effect on what these students feel free to say in class.12 Russia and 
China are not the only culprits, however. An Egyptian student attending a Euro- 
pean university, who posted critiques of President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi’s regime on 
Facebook, found himself arrested upon his return to Cairo, and jailed for two years.13 

China and the United States are strategic competitors, but they still seek to 
maintain interactions between their respective university systems. In the words 
of U.S. National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan, the United States seeks to achieve 
this equilibrium through a policy known as “small yard, high fence.” That is, 
the United States will fence off a small number of sensitive technologies and re-
search areas, prohibit Chinese companies and researchers from participating in 
these areas, and leave most technological and intellectual fields open for business 
and academic exchange.14 This is the theory. In practice, as strategic competition 
between the United States and China intensifies, academic freedom is likely to be-
come a casualty, with a resulting loss of understanding and contact between two 
of the leading university systems in the world.15

The competition between authoritarian regimes and liberal democracies is 
both geostrategic and ideological. In this contest, academic freedom has be-
come central to the self-definition of liberal democracy.16 Institutions free 

to govern themselves and produce new knowledge are essential elements of democ-
racy itself, along with majority rule, checks and balances, an independent judiciary, 
rule of law, and constitutional rights. Private universities are one of the counter- 
majoritarian institutions that helps keep people free. In their competition with au-
thoritarian states, democracies defend this view of academic freedom. But it has 
come under attack within democracies themselves by authoritarian populists who 
claim that democracy is simply majority rule.17 Take, for example, populist repre-
sentatives in Republican-held state legislatures. Across the United States, they reject 
the counter-majoritarian vision of the university by painting institutions that define 
their roles this way as bastions of elite privilege and liberal political correctness.18

Thus, American universities find themselves caught in a partisan political de-
bate about what democracy means. This brings them face-to-face with contradic-
tions in their own relationship to the democratic system at home. Ideally, a uni-
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versity trains citizens for life while protecting ideas and their authors from the 
tyranny of the majority. To that end, the university is the custodian of the knowl-
edge democratic societies use to make their decisions. But the university also 
protects those who criticize the prevailing shibboleths of the tribe.19 These two 
vocations–custodian and critic–are in tension, and the tensions can explode when 
academic institutions position themselves as public spaces for debating what counts 
as knowledge. While university leadership would like to see their institutions as civ-
il referees in these debates, they cannot avoid being dragged into partisan contro-
versies. And just as in competitive sports, when the university tries to referee knowl-
edge debates, it is inevitable that the players will complain about the referee.

Universities can’t pretend to be neutral arbiters of their societies’ divisions. 
Administrators, faculty, and students can’t stand apart from the racial, gender, 
and class conflicts that divide their societies. Since they are bound to associate 
personally with social identities and their related social-justice claims, the skep-
tical detachment that should characterize academic discussion often falls by the 
wayside. Furthermore, when universities are attacked by political actors on the 
outside, those inside begin defining themselves as defenders of truth, rather than 
as neutral arbiters of social debates. Instead of standing up as guardians of genu-
ine pluralism in democratic dialogues, universities retreat into becoming covens 
of enforced moral consensus. 

Academic institutions have been drawn into the center of democratic struggles 
over justice because their training and research functions, as well as their adjudica-
tive role in cultural debates, give them unprecedented cultural power. University 
research, assisted by massive amounts of state funding and corporate investment, 
has become a key incubator for innovation in society at large.20 Oxford Univer- 
sity’s partnership with AstraZeneca–which took vaccines developed through ac-
ademic research into commercial production during the emergency stages of the 
COVID-19 pandemic–is a dramatic example of the way universities now produce 
innovations that make life-or-death differences in the societies they serve.21

In democratic societies and authoritarian ones alike, universities recruit, train, 
and accredit ruling elites. In China, prestigious institutions like Tsinghua Uni-
versity have become the gate of entry to the Communist nomenklatura. In demo-
cratic societies, the university’s credentialing function has become critical to the 
management of democracy’s deepest discontents, by expanding access to higher 
education.22 In the past fifty years, Western universities have opened their doors 
to expand opportunity to students from under-resourced communities and renew 
democracy’s elite. In supporting the upward mobility of those once excluded for 
their race, ethnicity, class, or gender, the university helps legitimize and stabilize 
societies divided by these fissures. That being said, admission policies have still 
become a proxy target for public frustration at the inequality that has surged in 
advanced democracies since the 1980s. 
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Universities have power, but their role in “platforming” or “deplatforming” 
speakers and opinions exposes them to political attack.23 They also do themselves 
no favors when students and faculty defend truth claims as if they were identity 
claims, and identity claims as if they were truth claims–or when, as a result, aca-
demics come to care more about winning ideological arguments than advancing 
scholarship. Academic freedom can be destroyed from within for the same reason 
that democracy can, when those who benefit from its freedoms can’t be counted 
on to put its welfare ahead of their own ambitions. Universities are also contested 
spaces because they are the place where previously imperial societies reckon with 
their colonial legacies. Institutions that once never paused to question the suit-
ability of a statue honoring a slaveholder, or a monument to an imperialist adven-
turer, now face new questions from a generation of inquisitive students recruited 
from every race, creed, and color around the world.24

Unlike schools in authoritarian societies, democratic universities can do lit-
tle to isolate themselves from these ideological pressures. Globalization in-
undates universities with international styles of intellectual self-righteous-

ness. A scholarly enthusiasm that begins at an elite institution, to deplatform (read: 
disinvite) certain speakers or ideas, is soon replicated at other institutions around 
the world. Digital media increases the speed and force of attacks on the credibility 
of unpopular thinkers, and brings the full force of public opinion to bear on what 
used to be intermural academic controversies. Just as the Protestant Reformation 
of the sixteenth century, combined with the printing press, broke apart the Catholic 
Church’s monopoly on knowledge, so the digital revolution is challenging the uni-
versity’s traditional authority over knowledge. Everyone possesses the equivalent of 
the Library of Alexandria on their smartphones, fostering a secular equivalent of the 
“priesthood of all believers,” with each user believing they have unique access to the 
educational equivalent of gospel truth. From where they sit, authoritarian regimes 
watch the knowledge crisis unfold in free societies, and it strengthens their determi-
nation to keep both social media and universities under single-party control. 

Modern democratic governments are also watching the university’s rise to pow-
er, with a skeptical eye. As the chief financiers of higher education, governments 
will respect university autonomy only so long as the staggering cost of higher educa-
tion produces clear social benefit. Governments naturally believe that he who pays 
the piper calls the tune. Authoritarian populists, in particular, use the power of the 
purse to influence curriculum and hiring decisions, and university autonomy can 
suffer as a result. Further pressure on academic freedom comes from corporations. 
Large corporate interests need the university to train their engineers and experts, 
but they also want to acquire the intellectual property that originates in research 
labs. Universities also want to collaborate with businesses, but such opportunities 
expose them to incentives that divert research from pure objectives to applied and 
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profitable avenues. These latter aims do not always square with a university’s com-
mitment to research agendas free from external control. 

Unless resisted by strong university leadership, these converging pressures–
from populist governments, private corporations, and globalized intellectual 
trends–can end up distorting a university’s fundamental purpose. Universities 
exist to teach people to think for themselves, in order to become autonomous in-
dividuals and responsible citizens. If this is the ultimate rationale for academic 
freedom, democratic universities too often are failing to live up to their own ide-
als. Moreover, the pressures that corporations, governments, and societies exert 
on the university make it difficult for faculty, students, and administrators to re-
tain control of university learning and research. As a result, when liberal democra-
cies defend the academic freedom of their institutions against their authoritarian 
competitors, it is questionable whether their universities are as free as they claim. 

This is the geostrategic context in which academic freedom needs to be under- 
stood, as a context in which authoritarian and democratic societies constantly 
interact, with students, researchers, and teachers moving between two compet-
ing systems. On the authoritarian side, universities seek to maintain just enough 
academic freedom to permit innovation and learning, without allowing so much 
freedom that it jeopardizes their regimes. On the democratic side, universities 
struggle to maintain their autonomy in an increasingly polarized struggle, be-
tween liberals and conservatives, for power and cultural influence in democratic 
societies. In this context, the democratic university’s challenge is to remain open 
to students from authoritarian states, and to welcome research collaborations 
with institutes in such states, without allowing its norms of freedom to be com-
promised by the democratic tumult at its doors. 

Having laid out a framework for understanding the relationship between 
universities in authoritarian and democratic societies, I want to focus on 
the challenge posed by authoritarian populist governments to academ-

ic freedom in nominally democratic societies. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
India, President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s Turkey, and many Republican legislators 
in the United States have made universities and their freedoms a central target 
of their policies. I will concentrate attention, however, on Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán’s Hungary. In his own region, Polish, Czech, Slovak, Serbian, and Slove-
nian governments have copied some elements of his program of authoritarian 
consolidation. But as one of the longest authoritarian populists in power (since 
2010), Orbán’s influence extends worldwide.

This populist turn in Eastern Europe, exemplified by Orbán, is an unexpected 
outcome of the collapse of its Communist regimes between 1989 and 1991. Eastern 
Europe set out on a path to democracy, crafting free constitutions to meet the ac-
cession criteria for membership in the European Union (EU). Besides separation 
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of powers, democratic elections, rule of law, privatization of state industries, and 
media pluralism, these accession criteria included constitutional guarantees for 
freedom of teaching and research. The Hungarian constitution, for instance, con-
tains explicit guarantees of academic freedom.25 

Yet once accepted into the European Union, authoritarian populist leaders–
such as Orbán in Hungary, Prime Minister Robert Fico in Slovakia, former Presi-
dent Václav Klaus in the Czech Republic, and former President Lech Kaczyński in 
Poland–have turned the tables on the accession process. Instead of converging 
toward Western European norms, they have used democratic victories to weaken 
counter-majoritarian institutions, reward loyalists with state assets, demonize and 
neutralize the opposition, and consolidate single-party rule.26 No one has traveled 
further down this road than Orbán. Since winning a majority in the parliamentary 
elections of 2010, and three electoral victories since then, he has pioneered a form 
of authoritarian rule he calls “illiberal democracy.”27 In this configuration, a single 
party wins a roughly free election. Upon taking power, it uses democratic institu-
tions to weaken democracy by gerrymandering the electoral system, demonizing 
the opposition, and destroying the independence of the civil service. The Orbán re-
gime and other authoritarian rulers who have followed his path have rewritten the 
constitution to muzzle the judiciary; changed the rules of the free press to ensure 
the sector is dominated by media companies owned by executives close to the re-
gime; and, finally, eliminated the constitutionally guaranteed autonomy of univer-
sities, along with the individual freedom of their teachers and students.28

In early 2017, Orbán achieved this latter aim by setting out to evict the last fully 
independent university remaining in Hungary: the U.S. accredited Central Euro-
pean University (CEU) in Budapest. The private research university was founded 
in 1991 by Hungarian American financier George Soros and a small group of dissi-
dent Eastern European intellectuals. By the 2010s, it had established a reputation 
as the best graduate university in the social sciences and humanities in Hungary, 
and one of the better schools of its type in Europe. Central European University 
was a refuge for critical Budapest intellectuals, but the university never ventured 
into politics or challenged the prevailing regime. Nevertheless, in March 2017, the 
Orbán regime introduced a bill into parliament requiring all private universities 
from non-EU states, with programs in Hungary, to secure a government permit to 
operate. No such university would be allowed to function in Hungary if it did not 
run a campus in its homeland. By excluding European institutions from the ban, 
the law neatly avoided censure in the European Union. This exclusion also meant 
that it was tailored to apply to CEU, since it was the only institution in Hungary 
without a domestic campus in its home country (the United States).

The law, soon known as “lex CEU,” was rubber-stamped by a legislature in which 
Orbán had a two-thirds majority. Faced with direct attack from the government, CEU 
discovered that it had no right of appeal. Orbán and his allies had already stripped 
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the courts, presidency, media, and parliament of their independence. The constitu-
tionality of lex CEU was confirmed by a president appointed by the prime minister, 
and when CEU sought to appeal the decision, the Curia (that is, the Supreme Court 
of Hungary) ruled that the court had no jurisdiction. In May 2017, eighty thousand 
people assembled before the Hungarian Parliament in the largest political demon-
stration in Budapest since 1989. The crowd chanted, “Szabad orszag! Szabad egyetem!” 
(“Free country! Free university!”).29 The regime ignored them. It successfully ren-
dered an accredited academic institution illegal in a European Union member state. 
This was the most serious attack on academic freedom in Europe since the expul-
sion of German and Italian antifascist academics in the 1930s. 

European politicians universally condemned Orbán’s attack on CEU, but rheto-
ric was not backed by effective pressure like suspending Hungary’s structural sub-
sidies from the European Union. The failure of these leaders to act laid bare certain 
core realities about the European Union–notably, that it is an association of sov-
ereign states committed to defending their own prerogatives, especially for edu-
cation. The European Commission did appeal lex CEU to the European Court of 
Justice in late 2017. But it wasn’t until 2020 that the court would finally rule that 
the law violated CEU’s right to establish and operate a business in an EU state. The 
legal basis of the decision further showed that EU treaty law does not contain legal-
ly enforceable guarantees of academic freedom and institutional autonomy. As a 
result, it could only rule that Hungary had damaged CEU’s corporate and commer-
cial interests as a business entity.30 The court’s decision was justice delayed, justice 
denied. By early 2019, concerned that the impasse would jeopardize recruitment 
efforts and compromise the continuity of its educational offerings, CEU moved its 
operations across the border to Vienna. Hungary ignored the court ruling and to 
this day CEU is unable to re-establish teaching programs in the country. 

Orbán’s attack on CEU was never about its teaching, research, or academic 
standing. The university was a hostage in the prime minister’s political 
battle with George Soros–the institution’s founder, Hungary’s best-

known private citizen, and one of the world’s most prominent liberal philan-
thropists. In the parliamentary election campaign of 2018, Orbán and the Fidesz 
party plastered the country with posters depicting a laughing Soros and the line: 
“Don’t let Soros have the last laugh.” The campaign blamed the philanthropist 
for instigating the flow of refugees into Hungary during the migrant crisis in 2015. 
Thus, Soros’s “open society” initiative was parsed to mean “open borders.” The 
campaign also cunningly recycled anti-Semitic tropes of the 1930s (for example, 
“Why are the Jews laughing at us?”), while denying any anti-Semitic intentions. 
The campaign won Orbán a third successive election victory. 

The CEU affair was never a narrowly Hungarian or even European matter. CEU 
was a U.S. institution, chartered in New York State and accredited by the U.S. 
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Middle States Commission on Higher Education. Soros was a major donor for the 
U.S. Democratic Party, so attacking him helped Orbán win support among U.S. 
Republicans, including then-President Donald Trump. When Trump was elected 
in 2016, two generations of bipartisan support for U.S. higher education overseas 
unraveled. His administration’s tacit support for the ousting of a U.S. institution 
was critical to Orbán’s success in evicting CEU. Since then, the prime minister has 
banned gender studies in Hungarian universities and introduced new laws, subse-
quently replicated by President Vladimir Putin in Russia, to ban the promotion of 
gay lifestyles in Hungarian schools. Influential Republicans stateside have invited 
Orbán to speak at prominent conservative gatherings in the United States, such as 
the Conservative Political Action Conference.31 In this way, Hungary’s leader has 
leveraged a battle over academic freedom into a position of real influence in the 
international conservative scene.

After expelling CEU, Orbán stripped the Hungarian Academy of Sciences of its 
role as the foremost research institution in the country. Following CEU’s relocation 
to Vienna, he also privatized leading Hungarian universities by first giving them 
endowments in the form of shares in state companies, and then installing party 
loyalists on their boards with lucrative salaries. In January 2023, the European Com-
mission ruled that these appointments compromise university autonomy. It has 
therefore withheld Erasmus Program funding for students to study abroad and 
suspended Hungarian participation in European research initiatives.32 The large 
question hanging over Orbán’s education policy is whether, in the end, he will suf-
focate Hungarian higher education and force its best and brightest to emigrate. 

Years after CEU’s expulsion, the prime minister invited Fudan University, 
a Chinese institution, to take its place in Budapest. If Fudan accepts the 
Hungarian offer, which includes generous concessions in real estate and 

loans, it will become the largest Chinese institution to operate in the European 
Union.33 Orbán’s invitation to Fudan epitomizes a new logic of collusion between 
authoritarian populism at home and authoritarianism abroad. Orbán’s cam-
paign against CEU also aligns with Russian and Chinese anti-Western rhetoric, by 
castigating the university as a symbol of the relativist, permissive cosmopoli-
tan, anti-national decadence of the West. This in turn endeared him to the far-
right in liberal democracies who saw him as a courageous defender of the silent 
conservative majority. Orbán’s resulting ascension has shown the way to other 
conservative populists worldwide. In a supreme irony, these conservative ideol-
ogists legitimize their attacks on universities as defenses of academic freedom 
against “woke” ideologies and coercive liberal political correctness.34

Orbán’s strategy in Hungary is to use state-controlled universities and insti-
tutes to develop a permanent conservative elite that will maintain power indefi-
nitely. This is nothing new, as single-party rulers often seek to perpetuate them-
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selves. What is new is authoritarianism within a European Union that is supposed 
to be a democratic club. What is novel is the attempt to replace Western universi-
ties with Eastern ones. What is unprecedented is an endeavor to package autocratic  
strategies in the language of a ferocious anti-liberal, anti-Western polemic, in a 
country that sought fervently to rejoin the democratic West and enjoy Western 
freedoms after 1989. 

The prime minister’s success lays bare the vulnerability of academic freedom 
in a world of populist demagogues and authoritarian tyrants. At the same time, the 
demonstrated success of free institutions–as creators of knowledge, educators of 
elites, and instruments of upward social mobility–should give demagogues and ty-
rants pause. For they must worry that they will end up crushing their own institu-
tions, forcing their best talent to flee, and condemning those forced to stay in their 
societies to academic lives of timid obedience and mediocrity. This is already true 
in China, Hungary, India, and Turkey. For what victory have authoritarian leaders 
won if they have muzzled their best universities, exiled their best researchers, and 
created institutions whose only purpose is to indoctrinate the ruling class? In a world 
where borders remain open, talent flows toward freedom, not away from it. Dema-
gogues at home and authoritarians abroad tamper with academic freedom at their 
peril. Faced with the authoritarian challenge domestically and elsewhere, faculty, 
staff, and students in free institutions have one overarching duty: to ensure that 
their institutions remain as free and open to pluralistic debate as they claim. 
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The Pandora’s Box of Fudan Hungary

Ágota Révész

A Chinese university opening a campus in the so-called “West” for the first time 
would have been a major advancement in the globalizing strategy of Chinese high-
er education. Yet the case of Fudan University opening its first European campus in 
Hungary seems to have contained several pitfalls from the start. This essay high-
lights some of them, such as the effects of a Cold War context on national higher- 
education strategies and the uncertain future of internationalization in higher 
education. The way the discourse around the university developed proved to be a 
Pandora’s box unleashing woes: it showed that efforts to globalize higher educa-
tion have become subordinate to geopolitical considerations and are regarded as 
questions of national loyalty, particularly in states involved in a growing resurgence 
of Cold War–type coalitions. 

In February 2010, during his election campaign to become prime minister of 
Hungary, lawyer and politician Viktor Orbán said, “Although [Hungary] sails 
under a Western flag as an EU member state, the wind of the world econo-

my blows from the East.”1 Shortly after securing his second term as prime min-
ister (Orbán previously served from 1998 to 2002), the Hungarian government 
launched its strategy “Opening to the East.” While focused on export and invest-
ment opportunities within the Central and Eastern regions of Asia, the strategy 
privileged China and major Chinese initiatives that Central European countries 
like Hungary readily joined: namely, the Belt and Road Initiative, the Cooperation 
between China and Central and Eastern European Countries, and the Asian Infra-
structure Investment Bank.2 In 2014, a high-speed railway project linking Belgrade 
and Budapest–the capital cities of Serbia and Hungary–was also launched with a 
HUF 750 billion (US$2.3 billion) budget, 85 percent of it financed through Chinese 
state loans. The project was initiated to establish a rail route for transporting Chi-
nese products from the port city of Piraeus in Greece to Central Europe. 

There seems to have been a perceived shift in global power, however, that also 
influenced the vision behind the “Opening to the East” strategy. As an analyst put 
it eight years after its 2010 launch, “The key question is: to what extent can the 
strategy of opening to the East enable Hungary to move from her traditional role 
of conflict zone between ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ powers in Europe to become 
a bridge that helps unite the new Eurasian supercontinent?”3 Indeed, the semi- 
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peripheral position of Hungary has long been a cause for concern among the 
country’s political elite, and in many cases, there was a choice, perceived or other-
wise, between Eastern or Western alliances.4 Moving further along the line set by 
the prime minister to welcome collaboration with the East, a major actor in Hun-
garian financial policy, Norbert Csizmadia, hailed the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RECP), a historic free-trade agreement signed by fifteen 
Asia-Pacific nations in 2020. In an opinion piece for a Hungarian business news-
paper, he framed the agreement in the following manner: 

[The RECP] further strengthens the unfolding of the Eurasian global era. The process 
started in 2013, when China launched the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which marked 
the end of a five hundred year Atlantic era. The Belt and Road is about repositioning 
the axis of development from sea to land and reclaiming Eurasia’s former economic, 
social, cultural and political importance by connecting Europe and Asia.5

“Opening to the East” and the China-friendly policy of Orbán’s government 
achieved a rare consensus within Hungary’s tumultuous political arena. Although 
the Belgrade-Budapest railway project received heavy criticism from the opposi-
tion, the target was government corruption and not the presence of China. In a 
report published by a network of European think tanks, it was noted that “unlike 
in some other countries, [China’s] increased political and economic presence has 
not triggered any alarm in Hungarian political circles or among the wider pub-
lic.”6 Indeed, Hungary’s geopolitical horizon didn’t include China. On the one 
hand, because Hungarian political and economic elites saw China as an opportu-
nity. On the other hand, because China was not perceived as impacting the lives 
of Hungarians, while “Western” relations were seen as vitally important issues.

The ousting of Central European University (CEU) from Hungary in 2018 
unleashed widespread protests. It happened almost thirty years after the 
private research university was founded by George Soros, a Hungarian 

American philanthropist and financier. Soros established CEU in 1991, with the vi-
sion of creating a student hub for the Central-Eastern European region, after Hun-
gary transitioned from socialist rule to a democratic system in 1989. Things came 
to a head in 2015, however, when a sharp conflict broke out between Orbán and 
Soros over the 2015 migrant crisis in Europe. Orbán saw pro-settlement Soros as 
the head of an “international network organized into an empire,” acting against 
Hungarian national sovereignty, while Orbán cast himself as the nation’s defend-
er, forced to fight against the so-called globalist forces led by Soros.7

As a result of the ongoing fight for control between Orbán and Soros, CEU 
came to be viewed as a representative of Soros’s “anti-national” values. A legal 
battle ensued, in which the conservative government claimed that CEU had no 
right to issue a Hungarian-U.S. degree, as it did not operate a campus in the Unit-
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ed States. This assertion antagonized liberal circles in Hungary who saw CEU as 
an intellectual recovery after decades of occupation by the Soviet Union. But de-
spite vehement protest from the Hungarian higher education community against 
governmental pressure on the university, the leaders of CEU decided to relocate to 
Vienna following the legal proceedings. 

It was in the wake of this contentious atmosphere, in early 2021, that plans 
were announced for Fudan University (in Shanghai) to open a campus in Buda-
pest. The future campus became widely perceived as a political replacement for 
CEU, but it was only after details became public about its being built with funds 
from a Chinese state loan that Fudan Hungary was thrust into the center of polit-
ical debate in Hungary. 

In response to domestic concerns, the government promoted Fudan Hungary 
by emphasizing the high international ranking of its parent university in the pres-
tigious QS World University Rankings system of colleges and universities. In 2022, 
Fudan Shanghai was number thirty-one out of 1,300 institutions. By contrast, the 
highest scoring Hungarian higher-education institution was the University of Sze-
ged, ranking between 551 and 560. Opening a Fudan campus in Budapest promised 
to launch Hungarian higher education into the international top league, or so the 
public was told. The campus planned to open its gates in 2028 and to offer Chinese- 
Hungarian dual-degree programs (BA and BSc, MA and MSc, and PhD) in its four 
faculties: humanities and social sciences, public policy and business, medicine, 
and science and engineering.

With a teaching faculty of three hundred thirty professors, and one hundred 
fifty administrative staff, the university would serve approximately five thousand 
students, not only from Hungary but from the whole Central-Eastern European 
region. (In comparison, the University of Szeged had twenty-two thousand stu-
dents in the 2020–2021 academic year, while Fudan University had thirty-two 
thousand in 2021–2022.) With his vision of an elite hub for higher education in the 
Central-Eastern European region, Orbán conceived an idea very similar to that of 
Soros.

Despite the overlap, there are marked differences between CEU and Fudan 
University. The former is a relatively small university that dedicates most 
of its academics to postgraduate programs. As of the fall of 2022, CEU had 

1,479 enrolled students and had amassed 18,667 alumni. It also maintained a clear 
focus on the social sciences, as natural science and technology fields are almost 
completely missing from its offerings, apart from doctoral programs in data sci-
ence and environmental science. To further illustrate this point, in the 2022 QS 
World University Rankings by subject, CEU was twenty-fourth in politics, thirty- 
third in philosophy, and sixty-fifth in sociology. CEU did not appear at all, howev-
er, in the aggregate ranking of 1,300 higher-education institutions.
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Another difference between CEU and Fudan University that may have stoked 
government pressure was CEU’s connection to the elite of the Democratic Party 
in the United States. This connection came not only through George Soros, a not-
ed mega-donor to the Democratic Party, but through major donors to both CEU 
and the Democrats like Donald Blinken: U.S. ambassador to Hungary from 1994 
to 1997, father of the current U.S. Secretary of State Anthony Blinken, and bene- 
factor of the Vera and Donald Blinken Open Society Archives, which is a unit at 
CEU that mainly contains materials on and does research on the Cold War era.8

The Budapest campus of Fudan University received strong political support 
in China. In February 2021, the Chinese government officially published that the 
consummate leader of China, Xi Jinping, “supports the opening of a Hungarian 
campus of Fudan University.”9 Fudan Hungary was viewed as one of the flag-
ship projects of internationalization of higher education under the Belt and Road 
Initiative.10 Referring to Xi Jinping’s support, Zhang Jun (dean of the school of 
economics at Fudan University) added: “With such a stronghold, our students 
and faculty can travel regularly for study and exchange, and develop long-term 
research collaborations with local academic and financial institutions.”11 Hun-
gary, a founding member of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ then 16+1 
initiative (now known as 14+1), was apparently seen as a location uniting insti-
tutional prestige, integration into the European academic landscape, and invest-
ment opportunities in the Central-Eastern European region.

In contrast with CEU’s sociological contributions to the higher-education land-
scape in Hungary, Fudan Hungary would have focused on business, medicine, 
engineering, and newer fields in technology, such as artificial intelligence and 
autonomous driving. The Hungarian Ministry for Innovation and Technology 
saw Fudan Hungary as a means “to speed up the internationalization process of 
Hungarian higher education . . . to create high-quality educational infrastructure 
and raise educational standards.”12 They also added that the presence of the uni-
versity in the country could attract investments and “encourage Chinese compa-
nies to set up R&D centers in Hungary.”13 On a website favoring the Orbán-led 
conservative government, economist Csaba Lentner argued for establishing Fu-
dan Hungary due to an urgent need for greater innovative capacity in the nation: 

Patenting activity in Hungary is one third of that in the Visegrád partner countries and 
one fifth of the EU average. . . . There is no point in wasting any more time on cherishing 
certain mediocre universities, we need to move on and, if there is a chance, we need to 
move towards one of the best universities in the world.14

It is clear that business interests would have equaled educational aims, rein-
forced by the fact that the megaproject of Fudan Hungary was preceded by an 
agreement between Fudan Shanghai, the Corvinus University of Budapest (whose 
primary focus is business administration and economics), and the Hungarian Na-
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tional Bank. On the initiative of the bank’s governor, György Matolcsy, the tri-
lateral partnership agreement launched the first double-degree MBA program be-
tween China and Central Europe in 2018.15

Despite these perceived benefits, there were several aspects of the project 
that came to be seen as risky for the future of both Hungarian higher ed-
ucation and Hungary in general. First and foremost was the budget for 

campus construction that totaled US$1.77 billion, of which Chinese state loans 
would cover roughly US$1.48 billion. Although there were several business mod-
els for opening an affiliated university as a foreign enterprise–including campuses 
that partnering schools have opened in China, such as the Ningbo campus of the 
University of Nottingham, and the Suzhou campus operated jointly by Xi’an Jiao-
tong University and the University of Liverpool–Fudan Hungary was designed as 
a government investment using money sourced from Hungarian taxpayers.

This arrangement was complicated by other challenging aspects, starting with 
high tuition fees that made attending Fudan Hungary prohibitively expensive for 
the average Hungarian student. The entrance of an academic giant also risked dis-
turbing the traditional balance of higher education in Hungary, which is mostly 
based on free public universities. Another risk was the potential for Fudan Hun-
gary to become a domestic brain drain, in light of its salaries for professors that 
would have been eight to ten times higher than the national average. Finally, in 
what many viewed as evidence of government corruption, a Chinese construction 
company was contracted to build the future campus, and the property was set to 
occupy most of the area once designated for affordable student housing. 

Although these pitfalls worked their way into public discourse on Fudan Hun-
gary, the main arguments employed by the opposition (that is, liberal and left-
wing political parties) soon became those typical of the Cold War era. Like their 
predecessors, oppositional politicians and media outlets framed the pending de-
cision on Fudan Hungary as a war between two worlds. In this conflict, there was 
a choice between freedom of thought or communist oppression, Western or East-
ern values, and national sovereignty or Hungary becoming “a Chinese colony.”16 
The harsh war rhetoric, which included calling Orbán a “traitor of the West,” was 
intended to strike a chord with a Hungarian population that still harbored bitter 
memories of communism and Soviet occupation.17 

The question of the country’s Western or Eastern identity, which has been cen-
tral to national political battles for centuries, returned with renewed force. After 
the political director of the prime minister argued for a balance between the two 
identities and the creation of a third, saying there was no choice because “we have 
lived here for a thousand years on the route between the West and the East,”18 a  
prompt response came from the opposition: “We do have to choose between 
West and East!”19 Government plans for establishing Fudan Hungary moved fur-
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ther into the spotlight during the run-up to the parliamentary elections in 2022. 
Throughout this time, public discourse around Fudan Hungary shifted from aca- 
demic, social, financial, and legal considerations to an emotional fight between 
domestic political opponents. Because Hungary’s Western affiliation still enjoys 
popular support, liberal opposition in the form of the Hungarian Socialist Party, 
for example, was eager to embrace a platform that confirmed the country’s West-
ern identity. Toward this aim, liberal candidates for prime minister drafted a col-
lective letter to Xi Jinping, in which they pledged to halt the university’s construc-
tion if they won the elections.20 Thus, in order to close ranks and secure a win, 
opposition leaders instrumentalized Fudan Hungary to frame its development as a 
threat to national sovereignty. 

To be sure, there were many justifiable concerns surrounding the project, es-
pecially compared with the factors that led to CEU’s ousting. The Fudan Hungary 
proposal lacked transparency on important questions of profitability, risk versus 
opportunity, existing dynamics in Hungarian higher education, and possible cor-
ruption. The most important question of all, “Why should the campus be funded 
by Hungarian taxpayers, if the tuition fees would be out of reach for an average 
Hungarian family?” was also troubling. Though the opposition raised these ques-
tions, in a completely new turn they started focusing on portraying China as an 
enemy. Connect this strategic shift to the Orbán government’s framing of George 
Soros (and to a certain extent the United States) as the enemy of Hungary, and one 
thing becomes clear: the Hungarian political binary translated into the current 
Cold War context. That is to say, like the myth of Pandora’s Box, the case of Fudan 
Hungary released the antagonism of today’s Western and Eastern blocs (the United 
States and China) in a tiny Central-European country.

The left-wing opposition would go on to lose the parliamentary elections 
by a huge margin the following year. Although they had a sizeable base 
of supporters in Budapest, residents in the countryside remained faithful 

to Viktor Orbán and his conservative Fidesz political party. Therefore, an urban- 
rural divide seemed to be at play in Hungary: the urban, liberal, and internation-
ally mobile populace was at odds with its rural, conservative, and more stationary 
counterpart. Once the dust settled from the debates about Fudan Hungary, how-
ever, preparations for the campus construction were halted and the media fell 
silent. That was until late 2022, when Prime Minister Orbán made a surprising 
announcement at a press conference: 

[Fudan] remains on the agenda. I am convinced that as Asia rises, there are two kinds 
of economic knowledge in the world today: Western knowledge and Eastern knowl-
edge. And if we do not know the Eastern concept and knowledge of the economy, we 
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will not be able to cooperate with the Eastern world economy. And I do not want Hun-
gary to be locked into the knowledge of the Western world economy.21

What was striking about this statement was Orbán’s stress on economic knowl-
edge. The East-West distinction manifested itself here not in the realm of politics, 
values, or ideology. The two sides were not presented as mutually exclusive either. 
It seemed, instead, that the prime minister was trying to strike a balance between 
both sides and avoid conflict, while highlighting economic interdependence and 
the need to absorb knowledge from both superpowers. Were we to take his reason-
ing one step further, we could say there should be space for CEU and Fudan Hunga-
ry to coexist with transparent financing, respect for domestic priorities, and the 
inclusion of all stakeholders in their decision-making processes. For Fudan Uni-
versity (the parent university in Shanghai), it would be (or would have been) a 
huge reputational gain to open the first Chinese campus in the European Union. 
And it cannot be ruled out that some Fudan professors were hoping to enjoy great-
er freedom of expression abroad.

The question of opening to the East seems not to have been confined to Hun-
gary. Writing about the internationalization of education under the semiperiph-
eral position and conditions of the Nordic states, public policy scholar Kazimierz 
Musiał drew a similar conclusion on cooperating with Russia and China: “Per-
haps the Nordic countries . . . do not want to rely solely on the epistemic hegemony 
of the Western core powers. It may be a strategic choice or just a recalibration of 
their semiperipheral status vis-à-vis the alternative empires of knowledge.”22 But 
this research, conducted before the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, might 
yield different results today. With national security at the forefront of many inter- 
national collaboration schemes, seeking Musiał’s “alternative empires of knowl-
edge” no longer sounds realistic. The opportunities offered by a semiperipheral 
position, namely balancing out East and West or even alternating between them, 
are limited. As Sándor Zoltán Kusai, former Hungarian ambassador to China, has 
stated, “Hungary, as a small state in Central-Eastern Europe, is moving along a 
determined path in the early stages of a new Cold War, and a fundamental choice 
between opposing sides is inevitable.”23

Just as science and technology “became integrated into the apparatus of the 
national-security state” during the Cold War, higher education seems to be fol-
lowing a similar path.24 And the national discourse around Fudan Hungary devel-
oped in a way that demonstrates how decisions to internationalize higher educa-
tion have become subordinate to geopolitical considerations. Such decisions have 
also come to be regarded as questions of national loyalty, particularly in non–core 
states within the rapidly forming blocs.

Various scholars of higher education have researched the tensions between 
geopolitics and the internationalization of higher education. In the first chapter 
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of their 2022 book on the future of higher-education research, Jeroen Huisman 
and Marijk C. van der Wende ask, “[Is] the era for global higher education and 
open science (really) over?”25 Seeing the example of Fudan Hungary, the answer 
is likely yes, at least for a while. At the time of writing this essay, the campus proj-
ect has been placed on hold due to fiscal constraints. There is a war just across 
the border as well, resources are depleted, and the Orbán government is likely to 
avoid forcing the project in a highly fragile political situation within the European 
Union–so the jury remains out on determining the future of Fudan Hungary Uni-
versity, at least for now.
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Teaching for Synthesis at  
The London Interdisciplinary School

Carl Gombrich & Amelia Peterson

The London Interdisciplinary School (LIS) is a British higher-education institution 
that opened in 2021, with a base in Whitechapel, London. It seeks to advance high-
er education through innovation in curriculum, with the creation of two new de-
grees: the Bachelor’s in Arts and Science (BASc) and Master’s in Arts and Science 
(MASc). While a traditional liberal arts degree might expose students to a wide 
range of fields of knowledge, a particularly unique part of degrees at LIS is an ex-
plicit focus on knowledge synthesis across different disciplines and methods, allow-
ing us to understand and tackle complex problems. In this essay, we describe the 
founding of LIS and then briefly detail three distinct aspects of teaching for syn-
thesis. In contrast to a “bottom up” approach–which relies on interdisciplinarity 
to result incidentally from disciplinary combinations–this technique is part of a 
series of coherent actions that synthesize knowledge broadly across different disci-
plines and methods. 

The London Interdisciplinary School (LIS) is a British higher-education in-
stitution that opened in 2021 with a base in Whitechapel, London. It is a 
publicly regulated private institution, underpinned by a group of individ-

ual funders but with students who are able to attend due to the public student loan 
system. Now serving undergraduate, master’s, and professional students, its aim 
is to tackle three key barriers in higher education: 

 • Barriers between different subjects: UK university courses are organized almost 
exclusively in single disciplines. For liberal arts degrees in the United States 
and internationally, curriculum design is organized in separate faculties.1 
Despite a growing demand for courses that cut across disciplines, tradition-
al universities find it organizationally and culturally difficult to break out of 
these silos. 

 • Barriers to innovation in learning and teaching: The funding structures and pay 
scales of research universities push creative academics toward research 
rather than teaching. Academics are given little time or incentive for inno-
vative curriculum design or communicating advances in their fields.
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 • Barriers between the classroom and the world: Only in certain more vocational 
undergraduate courses do universities consistently link students to employ-
ers. Most undergraduate courses have not evolved in line with the problems 
and opportunities that students face upon graduation.

Combined, these barriers have limited the chances for universities to teach 
students how to tackle our most important and complex problems. The current 
pace of crises and change poses a severe challenge to the diffuse cycle of typical 
research institutions: research, learning, action. To rise to these challenges, LIS 
presents a means to shorten the loop between innovation and teaching, develop-
ing students who are more fully equipped to grasp the challenges and opportuni-
ties of their time.

The LIS approach was shaped by its founders: Ed Fidoe, a former McKinsey 
consultant turned K–12 school leader who cofounded School 21, an inno-
vative and highly successful “free school” (charter school) in Stratford, 

East London. He was supported by Chris Persson and Andrew Mullinger, both 
successful tech entrepreneurs with experience of the challenges of hiring young 
employees with diverse skill sets. Together they brought in the founding faculty 
director, Carl Gombrich, who had created the United Kingdom’s first Bachelor’s 
in Arts and Science (BASc) degree at University College London (UCL) in 2010. 
The vision for LIS was set: extend the BASc project, and combine it with a focus 
on complex problem-based learning, centering the curriculum on “wicked prob-
lems” and remaining as “porous” as possible to the real-world challenges faced by 
external organizations. 

The enabling policy window came in the form of the UK Higher Education and 
Research Act 2017. This legislation created a new university regulator, the Office 
for Students, with the power to grant degree-awarding powers to new institu-
tions. With backing from supportive investors, the initial team was able to bring 
together a small founding faculty to write the full curriculum for the three-year 
BASc degree. This faculty was hired to represent the widest possible range of disci-
plinary perspectives, from contemporary art to applied mathematics. The hiring 
process required candidates to present on an interdisciplinary topic, teach a live 
session, and participate in a day of group activities, setting the foundations for fac-
ulty roles that prioritize teaching and collaboration. In 2020, LIS became the first 
entirely new institution under the 2017 Act to be granted degree-awarding powers 
and the ability to enroll undergraduate students. 

As with all universities, LIS is shaped by its students as well as its faculty. For UK 
students, undergraduate student fees are capped at the national norm of £9,000 
per year, and students can take out loans through the government-owned Student 
Loans Company. This, coupled with additional support from a separate scholar-
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ship foundation to support living costs, makes LIS accessible to UK students fi-
nancially. Since its inception, the LIS team has organized hundreds of school vis-
its and events to spread awareness of interdisciplinary learning and the potential 
of an interdisciplinary degree. In September 2021, LIS opened its doors to the first 
cohort of undergraduate students. This group of sixty-five students represented 
a wide variety of academic and social backgrounds, including scientists, artists, 
students with flawless exam results, and some who had dropped out of education 
and were returning after periods of work. Collectively, they embarked on the first 
iteration of the LIS BASc degree. 

All undergraduates at LIS pursue the same degree. Entitled “Interdisciplin-
ary Problems and Methods,” its name speaks to the core units of study: 
Problem modules and Methods modules. Problems modules form the 

conceptual core of student learning, in which students focus on major complex 
problem fields such as inequality, climate change and technology, and ethics, each 
approached from a variety of disciplinary perspectives. Different faculty mem-
bers lead the disciplinary teaching, while a module leader creates a problem-based 
throughline, supporting students to draw on their disciplinary learning and apply 
key skills such as problem framing, stakeholder management, and critical think-
ing. Although this global conception of the curriculum is, indeed, radical, with 
no majors or minors or large blocks of siloed disciplinary studies at all, in some 
ways, it is a return to classical ideas of human endeavor. In the words of philos-
opher Karl Popper, “We are not students of some subject matter, but students of 
problems. And problems may cut right across the borders of any subject matter or 
discipline.”2

Methods modules are divided into quantitative and qualitative strands. Fol-
lowing a foundation year of exposure to a wide range of methods in each field, 
students engage in specialized study through a variety of more focused modules 
on methods such as Design Thinking and Visual Methods, Natural Language Pro-
cessing, and Data Science. All students must retain some balance of quantitative 
and qualitative methods in their studies. In the final term of each year, students are 
required to apply their methods learning to an individual project of their choice, 
focused on a specific complex problem. 

L IS provides students with an education that is liberal–in the liberal arts 
sense that it does not prepare them for any single domain or career–but 
more uniquely, one that is explicitly interdisciplinary. Students learn not 

just key concepts and methods from a variety of fields but also ways to make fields 
speak to each other, and to condense and transform the variety of knowledge rel-
evant to a problem into something that can be understood, used, or acted upon. 
These practices of integration and synthesis are vital to interdisciplinary work.3 Yet, 
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as observed by psychologist Howard Gardner, there is surprisingly little codified 
knowledge on how these practices take place.4 While integration can be approx-
imated by constructs such as integrative thinking–or, at an organizational lev-
el, methods of integration and implementation science–many widely used ap-
proaches to synthesis are not recognized as such.5

At LIS, various platforms and occasions for integration and synthesis are built 
into the curriculum and pedagogy (indeed, the largest teaching room is named 
synthesis). Synthesis and integration are taught as skills and practices in two main 
ways: coaching and superconcepts.

Coaching at LIS takes the form of a weekly hour-long session in which students 
meet in groups of five with their coach, a faculty member who guides and facilitates 
their learning. The LIS coaching model, led by faculty member Isaiah Wellington- 
Lynn, draws on both professional and sports approaches to coaching, as well as 
academic traditions of cognitive apprenticeship, such as the Oxbridge tutorial.6 
Where it differs from teaching or mentoring is that the aim of coaching is for the 
individual student to gain a clearer understanding of themselves and their identity  
as an interdisciplinarian.

This role of coaching is particularly important in the context of interdisciplin-
ary education, where, unlike in monodisciplinary programs, students do not have 
a ready-made field against or within which they can develop an academic iden-
tity.7 Alongside this personal development role, coaching provides the environ-
ment in which students can practice integration with faculty members who are 
skilled in interdisciplinary thinking. Supported by visual tools, faculty members 
work with students on seemingly simple questions such as, “How might the dis-
ciplinary perspective X help you to tackle this problem? How might the skills you 
have learned in Method Y relate to the assessment based on Z?”

While coaching provides regular practice in integration, Mental Models and 
Superconcepts is a discrete module that introduces students to key conceptual 
material that can aid their interdisciplinary thinking. Briefly, superconcepts are 
ideas that facilitate conceptual transfer and thus new and creative thinking. Super-
concepts originated in a distinct discipline, but have transcended their origins and 
now provide for fruitful applications in different fields.8 For example, evolution 
(from biology), entropy (from thermodynamics), or system (from engineering) 
are all superconcepts at LIS, studied both within and beyond their original disci-
plines. LIS students research superconcepts as vehicles for integration of knowl-
edge, whether through creating narratives or testable mathematical models. They 
learn that this range from narratives to mathematical models can be mapped onto 
a spectrum from “analogizing” through to “modeling” and discussing “isomor-
phism” as an example of “the perfect model.” 

Explicit teaching of superconcepts provides students with examples to scaffold 
the high cognitive demand of interdisciplinary work. Applying different concep-
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tual techniques from varied fields to a given complex problem requires the ability 
to move between the very abstract and the very concrete, across different contexts 
and knowledge paradigms. From the perspective of adult developmental theories, 
this is a level of conception and cognition that few adults habitually reach.9 As LIS 
develops as an institution, we hope to contribute to the small body of empirical 
literature on the ways this capacity can be taught and developed.10

In their final year as undergraduates, alongside their electives, LIS students 
take part in one discrete course in which they consolidate what they have learned 
about the theory and practice of interdisciplinarity. This module draws from the 
fields of mixed-methods research, philosophy of science, interdisciplinary stud-
ies, complexity science, and indigenous philosophies to examine different ways 
of combining and integrating diverse forms of knowledge. The first founding co-
hort brought together their work by creating a vast visual annotated bibliography 
of the field, linking the concepts of interdisciplinarity, mixed methods, complex-
ity, and synthesis with real-world cases of these concepts in action. This cohort 
drew from their range of sources to define synthesis as “the combination of mul-
tiple and distinct representations into a coherent and novel whole.”11 We hope 
their mapping efforts will be a strong foundation for more systematic collective 
research on responsible and impactful synthesis. 

As with many higher-education institutions, LIS now teaches not only un-
dergraduate and graduate students, but also professional learners in the 
workforce. The interest from organizations, both public and private sec-

tor, illustrates that there is strong demand for explicit teaching in how to bring to-
gether diverse forms of knowledge in the context of complex problems. This de-
mand poses challenges for a faculty: while LIS undergraduates are exposed to an 
array of overlapping but distinct faculty views on interdisciplinarity, integration, 
and synthesis, professional learners require something more codified to study 
around their work schedules. Yet codification could mean boiling down the va-
riety inherent in an interdisciplinary faculty. This limitation would work against 
one of the core assumptions of LIS, which is a version of Ashby’s Law of requisite 
variety: in order to be able to respond to complex problems with multiple inter-
acting parts, our faculty needs to be equally multiple in its expertise and ways of 
operating.12 Currently, the faculty is highly heterogeneous: while they all operate 
under the same contract type, which prioritizes teaching, a number of faculty are 
part-time to enable other roles as entrepreneurs, consultants, or makers. Main-
taining requisite variety means pushing back against some tendencies to stan-
dardize or simplify. 

Openness to ongoing innovation makes LIS well-placed to respond to the ma-
jor questions posed by developments in artificial intelligence (AI). With special-
ists in large language models and AI regulation on our faculty, LIS has followed 
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this field closely, and in spring 2023, we offered our first open-cohort short course 
bringing together key perspectives for applying AI to complex problems. With 
faculty support, our students are currently experimenting critically with AI tools 
in research aggregation and speculative or creative production–with an aware-
ness that the presence of these tools has raised the bar for the quality of thinking 
we expect of humans.

In the context of AI, our conviction is that the importance of understanding 
complex problems and the methods for interrogating them is no less urgent than be-
fore, but we acknowledge that some of the means to do so are changing. The de-
tails of the LIS curriculum may look quite different in three years but overall, the 
approach to tackling complex problems will remain guided by two deceptively 
simple principles: 1) Think in terms of networks and relationships, and 2) Pursue 
multiple perspectives. As our institution evolves, success will depend on the in-
creasing ways we can spread the understanding, extension, and practice of these 
principles, across a wide range of problems and contexts.
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The Rise of University Colleges in  
Europe: A New Future for Liberal Arts & 

Sciences in the Twenty-First Century? 

Marijk C. van der Wende

Starting in the late 1990s, there has been a noticeable increase in the number of 
liberal arts and science colleges in the Netherlands. Primarily international and 
often residential colleges, they became the selective or honors branches of virtual-
ly all Dutch research universities. Why did they emerge then and there? How can 
this innovation be characterized and understood in the context of the Dutch higher- 
education landscape of the time? And why did the model become more popular in 
the Netherlands than throughout the rest of Europe? The model benefits from being 
embedded in strong research universities, and having ample financial support and 
autonomy. Yet their future success will depend on their ability to uphold their liber-
al values and mission, throughout illiberal storms hitting the continent and against 
internal threats to academic freedom.

Many have compared the challenges of embarking on innovative change 
in universities to “moving cemeteries”; you can’t expect help from with-
in.1 Yet it was precisely from within that significant change in university 

education emerged from the late 1990s onward in the Netherlands. The higher- 
education landscape was characterized by long monodisciplinary first degrees and 
little differentiation, and had been criticized only a decade before by the Organi-
sation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) as “parochial” for its 
low degree of internationalization. It was in that context that Utrecht University 
launched its first “university college” (UC) in 1998, an English-taught three-year lib-
eral arts and sciences bachelor program, which would select its students and be de-
livered in a newly developed residential campus. 

University College Utrecht (UCU) was a brave initiative and gained strong na-
tional interest. It had impact because it was led by the country’s top comprehen-
sive university, which added two new Nobel laureates to its track record a year lat-
er. It quickly generated success by attracting significant international talent. At the 
same time, as a real innovation, it thus did not fit existing regulatory frameworks, 
and well in line with Dutch egalitarian culture, it was criticized for being elitist. 
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But time was ripe for change. The Bologna Declaration, also signed in 1998, 
would allow for such curriculum reform and system-level harmonization in high-
er education throughout Europe.2 Expectations were high for Europe’s position 
as a leader in the knowledge economy in the new millennium. The Netherlands, 
which had broken away from its Christian-democratic traditions and had recov-
ered from more than a decade of economic recession, was now international-
ly recognized as a model open economy with modern third-way politics.3 It was 
self-confident, economically strong, and “in the mood for change.” 

Over the next few decades, a whole series of endeavors emerged. By the mid-
2010s, virtually every Dutch research university had established a UC as an “honors  
branch” for its undergraduate programs, and they have since become regulated as 
a characteristic of the Dutch higher-education system. 

Before we explore this successful journey and its essential conditions, let’s take 
a look at the innovation that evolved into the emergence of university colleges in 
the Netherlands. And from there, we can ask whether we should expect it to be 
really future-proof. 

Interestingly, what was seen as an innovation was in fact a small renaissance of 
liberal arts and science education, which stood at the basis of Europe’s oldest 
universities. Their curricula were organized around the seven artes liberales, di-

vided into the trivium (literary arts: grammar, logic, and rhetoric) and the quadriv-
ium (mathematical arts: arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy), all togeth-
er focusing on the education of the “whole” or “well-rounded” person. 

Yet the introduction of university colleges in the late 1990s was not at all seen 
as a return to the origin of the European university. Instead, it was presented as 
the successful model of undergraduate education in the United States, with some 
additional flavors of the Oxbridge collegiate model, in particular its intensive tu-
toring concept. 

Liberal arts and science education in Europe had indeed lost the continued 
prominence it had retained in the United States. And the UCU initiative was in 
fact modeled on the curriculum of a U.S. liberal arts college. Choosing to label it 
as a “university college” helped boost it as an internationally flavored innovation 
and avoid confusion around the term “liberal.” While Dutch policymakers, or 
even modern educators, might not immediately (or at all) recognize the concept 
of “liberal education,” the term liberal is ambiguous enough to cause confusion 
across the political spectrum of both the United States and Europe.

At the same time, “university college” was somewhat of an unfortunate nam-
ing in the European higher-education context. Various countries use the term as 
the international name of their nonuniversity-type institutions or in the name of 
their full-fledged research universities (such as University College London and 
University College Dublin). 
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Liberal arts and science (LAS) was presented as a curriculum model that al-
lowed for interdisciplinarity and flexible individual learning pathways that stu-
dents could choose themselves. With English as the language of instruction, no 
translation or equivalent term in the national language was required. 

Elsewhere, I have analyzed why LAS had lost its prominence in Europe.4 The 
related Latin terms were long-forgotten and, consequently, the historically signif-
icant French and German influences on Dutch higher education had weakened, 
although von Humboldt’s liberal education value of Bildung had its own short re-
vival in the Netherlands (also without translation into Dutch). Yet the fact that 
this innovation was, in a way, a revival of the classical European curriculum and of 
traditional European values was overshadowed by the perception that, as a mod-
ern U.S. model of undergraduate education, university college could fit well in an 
increasingly competitive and globalized context of higher education.

I will try to explain why this innovation seemed to fit so well in the timeframe 
around the turn of the millennium, a context in which Dutch pragmatism and 
economic optimism spurred an innovation-driven and future-orientated zeit-
geist. The Berlin Wall had come down, the “world was flat,” “history had ended,” 
and freedom was taken for granted. Utilitarian benefits dominated the education-
al policy debate more than historical and philosophical notions. But ultimately, 
we have to ask: what is the value of a liberal arts and science education? It is an 
essential element of any education, after all, which we are refacing as we realize 
that liberal values are under attack in Europe, as part of a painful return to ideo-
logical conflict.

Like in many Western countries, massification had taken its toll in Dutch 
higher education. General dissatisfaction grew with poor learning outcomes,  
student disengagement, low retention levels, stagnant or decreasing grad-

uation rates, and lengthening time to degree. Employers criticized a lack of differ-
entiation (no excellence) and the rigidity of monodisciplinary programs. Excite-
ment around the new millennium and the role of digital communication generat-
ed fashionable new ideas about “twenty-first-century skills.” 

The shaping up of the Bologna Process, which allowed for the (re)introduction 
of distinct undergraduate and graduate degree cycles in European higher educa-
tion, paved the way for curriculum reform. Internationalization was spurred both 
by the European Union’s aspirations to become a significant player in the global 
knowledge economy and by the rise of global university rankings. 

Yet the first emergence of UCs in the Netherlands was not caused by Bologna. 
The Utrecht initiative preceded it, and it was motivated from within by critique 
of monodisciplinary fragmentation, massified instruction, poor attention for 
personal development, and low retention, hence the value seen in broader stand-
alone undergraduate degrees and collegial small-scale instruction and tutoring. 
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The Netherlands Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR) had already 
launched this idea in 1995, but with no follow-up.5 It seemed that the status quo 
had become stale. But Utrecht set a leading example by launching it bottom-up, 
while followers such as Maastricht University and Utrecht University were facil-
itated by the Bologna reforms (implemented in Dutch higher-education law in 
2002). 

The idea of university colleges thus became popular as they would contribute 
to the aims and expectations of the time: namely, internationalization and inter-
disciplinarity of the curriculum, the development of “twenty-first-century skills,” 
more selectivity (excellence), and differentiation at the system level. Their intro-
duction in the Netherlands continued with the establishment of university col-
leges by Maastricht University (2002), a second one by Utrecht University (2004), 
and Amsterdam University College (2009), followed by university colleges es-
tablished by the universities of Leiden (2010), Rotterdam (2013), Twente (2013), 
Groningen (2014), and Tilburg (2016).6

A successful journey showed UCs as standalone structures within a larger re-
search university, benefiting from available resources and infrastructure. But like 
all innovations, the new model did not fit existing regulatory, organizational, and 
cultural frameworks. Skepticism regarding elitism and the value of the LAS degree 
for employment and graduate study remained. Reluctance to reforming the disci-
plinary organization of universities persisted by creating UCs as standalone struc-
tures, which left the mainstream mostly unchanged. Hence the hurdles and resis-
tance that I experienced as the founding dean of Amsterdam University College. 

In 2004, the Rector Magnificus of the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (in En-
glish, abbreviated as VUAmsterdam, hereafter VU) invited me to join its pro-
fessorate with a special brief to develop a university college. I accepted and 

engaged in a feasibility study in 2005. 
It quickly became apparent that the capital city wanted a UC in its own way. 

Despite the fact that several academic leaders had their own children enrolled at 
UCU, there were two reasons why a simple copy of it would be unthinkable. First 
was the perceived elitist image of UCU, which its own students called “a gated 
community.” The Amsterdam approach would have to be more open to and en-
gaging with the city as its direct environment and acknowledge the socioeconom-
ic diversity of Amsterdam, then already the world’s second most multicultural 
city in terms of the number of nationalities among its citizens. The second reason 
was the need to overcome the city’s “science deficit,” a problem that had been 
hindering the Amsterdam universities for several decades. The city’s high school 
graduates with a science orientation would choose to go to Leiden, Utrecht, or 
Delft, rather than stay in Amsterdam, despite the fact that the city hosted a ma-
jority of the national science research facilities. Moreover, as the country’s only 



228 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Rise of University Colleges in Europe

city with two universities (with multiple science faculties), increasing the number 
of students majoring in science was becoming  urgent. Competition between the 
universities was pointless. Collaboration was stimulated by the Amsterdam city 
government and its business community in the context of the development of the 
Amsterdam Science Park. 

With a view to these parameters, Amsterdam University College (AUC) thus 
had to combine excellence with diversity, be open to and engage with the city 
around it, develop a strong science profile (able to attract at least half of its stu-
dents as science majors), and bring the city’s two universities, VU and the Univer-
sity of Amsterdam (UvA), together in a new joint venture. Neither of them was 
supposed to be dominant, yet it had to have an Amsterdam signature, different 
from its predecessors in the country. It was therefore decided to develop both its 
curriculum and a new building for it from scratch. 

My feasibility study was well-received, and the number of challenges and rate 
of complexity made it interesting and attractive enough for me to decide some-
where halfway through 2007 to become AUC’s founding dean. 

Founding dean, in Dutch bouwdecaan, which literally means “building dean,” 
is a term that characterizes my experience at AUC quite well. Building any-
thing in an extremely densely populated city like Amsterdam is a challenge, 

let alone a residential college able to host nine hundred students. The Amsterdam 
Science Park became the obvious location, with a view to the desired science out-
look of AUC and because of newly available student housing. 

Building a new curriculum from scratch was a hugely inspiring task that I 
shared with my cofounder, renowned physicist Robbert Dijkgraaf.7 The science 
faculties and medical schools provided strong support, and quickly succeeded in 
designing their part of the curriculum. The social sciences were constructive, but 
needed more time to discuss. The humanities struggled the longest to find their 
focus across their varied fields. 

Over €40 million had to be raised for the initial phase and costs of the new 
building. The city of Amsterdam provided a matching grant, as it saw AUC as an 
important step toward the desired collaboration between its two universities and 
the development of its Science Park, and as an asset for attracting multinational 
companies.8 Their CEOs engaged successfully in fundraising for the AUC Schol-
arship Fund. Clearly, without the constructive role of the city’s highest officials, 
AUC would not have come together, as “it took three to tango.” It helped to build 
trust between VU and UvA, whose relationship had previously been mostly char-
acterized by competition, thus realizing a joint venture across organizations with 
distinctly different cultures and histories. Mutual (mis)perceptions had to be 
overcome and internal processes integrated across different IT systems, financial 
allocation, and HR processes. 
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In building broad institutional support, I had to become (and stay) friends with 
some twenty faculty deans who were concerned that AUC would attract their best 
faculty, which would be systematically confirmed. Luckily, I was free to choose my 
own core team from across the two universities and outside, thus composing an in-
terdisciplinary, international, creative, and resilient group. There is a lot of fun but 
little luxury in a start-up, especially one in the public sector, for which an endless 
amount of red tape needed to be overcome. In the hierarchy of obstruction, admin-
istrators were more reluctant than academics. Advisory committees had to be over-
ruled. The students were my best advocates in these processes and convinced the 
university councils and even the minister to side with our goals at critical moments. 

The largest multimillion-euro grant was finally won in national competition 
from the Ministry of Education and Science’s initiative for stimulating excellence 
in university programs. AUC’s long-term financial sustainability was ensured by 
negotiating a higher funding level for UC students and the autonomy to raise dif-
ferential fees. These adjustments to funding and regulatory provisions for accred-
itation required legislation changes at the national level and were obviously to the 
benefit of all existing and future UCs. With that and the support of both Amster-
dam’s universities, the city, and its corporate sector, the establishment of AUC 
in 2009 confirmed the significance of the new liberal arts and science model in 
Dutch higher education.

AUC’s curriculum was developed from scratch, focusing on the big ques-
tions in science and society.9 These questions are addressed through 
overreaching themes, which guide students’ choices through the curric-

ulum and help integrate knowledge gained from disciplinary courses. As a result, 
they achieve depth of knowledge in their chosen major(s) as a basis to participate 
meaningfully and creatively in interdisciplinary debate and a personal capstone 
project. The process reinforces Howard Gardner’s advice on the importance of 
gaining fluency in one subject in order to incorporate others: “If no single disci-
pline is being applied, then clearly interdisciplinary thinking cannot be at work.”10

A substantial academic core supports the personal learning process with skills 
(such as logic, research methods and statistics, mathematics, foreign languages, 
intercultural knowledge) and courses in the liberal arts tradition (for example, 
philosophy, philosophy of science, ethics). Based on a firm belief that the most 
important and urgent questions of our time require a science education that con-
nects and transcends the disciplines, AUC offers all students ample opportunities 
to focus on science and science-related majors, and to develop strong analytical 
(logic) and quantitative skills. 

This belief and ambition were presented by Robbert Dijkgraaf in his speech at 
the opening of AUC in 2009. Quoting chemist and novelist C.P. Snow’s plea for re-
connecting “The Two Cultures” of the sciences and the humanities, Dijkgraaf  said:
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Snow was right. There are many great crises or challenges facing the world: food, en-
ergy, climate, pandemics, all driven by globalization. Science and technology might 
have been part of the cause of these problems, they are also absolutely key to the solu-
tions. A complete education should be a multidimensional experience, since students, 
teachers, schools, and research are all multidimensional. It is a challenge for uni-
versities to offer such an environment and be a proper reflection of the talents of its 
inhabitants.11

AUC’s academic success in this respect was confirmed by then-president of 
the European Research Council and member of the AUC International Advisory 
Board Helga Nowotny, who observed in 2012 that AUC 

seeks to link the parts of our globus intellectualis that seem to have become separat-
ed, much like oceans dividing the continents . . . reconnecting the natural sciences– 
physics, chemistry, and the life sciences–with the humanities and social sciences. 
These innovative features of the AUC curriculum are supported by an emphasis on 
“big questions” and how to approach them, namely through a research-oriented style 
of inquiry.12

But the social positioning of AUC had more substantial challenges. As men-
tioned before, Amsterdam’s global outlook, the diversity of its population, as well 
as its international business community were important parameters for AUC’s 
mission, expressed in its motto, “Excellence and Diversity in a Global City,” and 
based on the belief that both excellence and diversity matter, as both competition 
and cooperation are key to success in a globalized world. Leadership does not only 
require excellence, but also the understanding and valuing of diversity. 

As dean, I explained multiple times to different stakeholders that AUC’s motto 
actually meant, “AUC shall never be a white middle-class college in an otherwise 
half Black city.” I felt the task was to position AUC as a collective of “the winners 
and losers” of globalization, who are well represented in global cities like Amster-
dam, though often living quite separately in almost parallel universes.13 

Among the greatest challenges in this area was the difference between UvA 
and VU in recognizing diversity as an important dimension. Most support came 
from the VU leadership, in line with VU’s much more diverse student population, 
as compared to that of UvA. International business representatives and U.S. aca-
demic leaders in AUC’s International Advisory Board pushed for more diversity in 
the student population and more local community engagement by the students, 
in particular those who were more affluent. 

Despite the Dutch anti-elitist attitude, AUC became immediately popular 
among Dutch students from the best-ranked secondary schools (for example, lo-
cal gymnasia: six-year top programs that train students in math and sciences, as 
well as classical and modern languages) with Amsterdam as a global brand, and 



153 (2) Spring 2024 231

Marijk C. van der Wende

also among those from international schools around the world. Fifty percent of 
the student body was international, a cosmopolitan global elite, but far less di-
verse in economic and cultural terms. Attracting local minority students, often 
equally talented but with significantly lower social and cultural capital, proved 
more challenging. Setting up a special outreach program for students who attend-
ed Amsterdam’s suburb schools, as well as a Diversity Award Program, helped re-
cruit applicants from these communities.

A national self-image of an egalitarian culture, denying existing discrimina-
tion and inequality, hindered attempts to overcome these stark cultural and socio-
economic barriers. Initially, there was little understanding of AUC’s ideal to com-
bine excellence and diversity. A former Dutch rector in a national review panel 
bluntly asked, “If you want to be excellent, why then would you be diverse?” An 
AUC student answered, “How could we be excellent without being diverse?” In 
2013, an international panel underlined the strengths of aiming for diversity and 
the opportunities offered by a global city, saying that “both features have been 
embraced by AUC, its constituent universities and its many partners in academia, 
business, administration and civil society.”14 

Yet excellence continues to be challenged. Proposals to abandon such labels 
are underway. And diversity is now writing university history in Amsterdam and 
beyond. 

A UC’s foundation, alongside the changes in national regulation and fund-
ing conditions, confirmed university colleges’ integral position in the 
Dutch higher-education system.15 Virtually all Dutch research universi-

ties established a UC as a branch of international excellence to their profile. With 
their performance in terms of retention and study success, UCs can indeed be seen 
as a successful bottom-up innovation. 

But their impact was limited, enrolling hardly 5 percent of the student popu-
lation, relegating them to a small-scale college niche. Although more interdisci-
plinary, international, and honors programs were opened in Dutch research uni-
versities, their core organizational and disciplinary structures remained mostly 
unchanged. 

This is in line with higher-education scholar Arthur Levine’s view; he posi-
tioned the establishment of new colleges as the easiest way to establish a non-
traditional institutional mission, while avoiding change to existing structures with-
in the university.16 Some innovative spillover into the mainstream can be expected, 
but diffusion throughout less so. This applies to UCs to a large extent, as well as 
their modest innovative impact, although three aspects should be distinguished.

 • Interdisciplinarity: Despite its position as a key belief in the research program-
ming of Dutch universities, interdisciplinarity still seems to be more diffi-
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cult to implement in teaching. Stifling requirements for accreditation and 
access to graduate programs, especially in professional fields such as law, 
are impeding factors. 

 • Selectivity: Excellence may have been embraced as a principle for more dif-
ferentiation, since selective admission of students has been adopted in leg-
islation for these kind of programs, and though the option to select under-
graduate students was established in the Higher Education and Research 
Act, few undergraduate programs other than UCs have opted to implement 
it.17 While selective admission to graduate programs has become more com-
mon, there is still some reluctance surrounding such practices in undergrad-
uate programs because it is seen as “elite” and runs counter to the idea(l)s 
of equal access and widening participation. 

 • Internationalization: Internationalized curricula and international classrooms 
became mainstreamed in both legislation and accreditation, and teaching 
in English became broadly popular in Dutch research universities in around 
one-third of undergraduate programs and three-quarters of graduate pro-
grams. However, the use of English should not be attributed to the UC mod-
el. Rather, internationalization has been encouraged since the early 1990s, 
and was spurred by the implementation of the Bologna Declaration. Brexit 
further increased the number of international students in the Netherlands, 
up to 40 percent of first-year students in research universities.18 This is a 
contested trend due to funding and housing issues, resulting in a political 
pushback on teaching in English and international recruitment. 

With their special legal status, higher student funding level, and residential 
housing, UCs seem to be well protected against these and other pushbacks that 
may occur. The impact of the UC model on the European higher-education scene 
has also been limited. Some liberal arts colleges already existed in Eastern Europe 
(accredited by U.S. institutions) and some initiatives were undertaken in Germa-
ny, the United Kingdom, and France.19 

In the rest of Europe, such initiatives are less likely to emerge bottom-up, as they 
did in the Netherlands. This can be explained by more top-down steering and/or 
lower levels of autonomy. System change in Germany is driven more by regulation, 
may fail (for example, the Gesamthochschule reform), or may be more formal and 
slower, as in the implementation of Bologna.20 In France, the drive for differentia-
tion is limited due to the existence of the Grandes Écoles, which already provide an 
elite branch of higher education, but with a more professional focus. 

Thus, the disciplinary orientation of most curricula remains dominant, with 
no general return of liberal arts and science education in Europe, staying far away 
from the status it has had in the United States. Moreover, pushback on the liberal 
aspects of the model is emerging across Europe.
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American universities can draw three lessons from the European UC experi-
ence. First, liberal arts and science education can be offered as a more af-
fordable model. Even though U.S. students pay full fees in Dutch UCs, the 

whole experience (including room and board) would generally cost half the price of 
its U.S. equivalent. The three-year European bachelor’s program is publicly funded, 
in contrast with the mostly private four-year programs in the United States.

European UCs benefit from the breadth that European secondary education of-
fers, especially the Northwestern European type of gymnasium (six-year top pro-
grams that train students in math and sciences, as well as classical and modern 
languages) or schools offering the International Baccalaureate. Both types cater 
already at the secondary level to a substantial part of the general education that is 
offered in four-year U.S. undergraduate programs. 

Second, a twenty-first-century liberal arts education requires an integral sci-
ence component. These competencies cover scientific reasoning, formal logic, 
numerical and statistical skills, and digital readiness for engaging with artificial 
intelligence; natural science insights for addressing climate change and other 
global challenges beyond opinions; and problem-solving skills necessary to really 
“help make a better world,” so desired by many students. 

In other words, narrow humanities-based programs would fall short, even 
more so if they are exclusively English-taught and predominantly oriented on 
Western intellectual traditions. Because, third, a modern liberal arts education 
needs a genuinely global scope for which intercultural and foreign language skills 
are indispensable. The twenty-first-century version of the “well-rounded person” 
is definitely multilingual and digitally savvy. It goes without saying that for offer-
ing such an education, the faculty body needs to be at least as international and 
diverse as the student population, both key conditions for a twenty-first-century 
college with a global mission. 

In this final section, I return to my analysis of why the (re)introduction of LAS 
fit so well in the timeframe around the turn of the millennium. I offer three 
types of arguments in favor of LAS in the twenty-first century.21

 • An epistemological argument favoring interdisciplinarity as the way to ap-
proach the “big challenges” both in science and society. 

 • An economic argument emphasizing the importance of “twenty-first-century  
skills” with a view to the employability of graduates. 

 • A moral and social argument underlining educating the whole person, both 
intellectual and personal development, emphasizing social responsibility 
and democratic citizenship. 

At the beginning of this essay, I sketched the utilitarian approach by which 
the promises of LAS for interdisciplinarity and twenty-first-century skills were 
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easily embraced into a converging agenda for undergraduate education serving 
the needs of the global knowledge economy. However, the social-moral dimen-
sion, relating to the humanistic tradition of the liberal arts, was more complex to  
(re)define in the “new global century,” as it seemed to be characterized by diver-
gence in the political and ideological sense. Tensions between the economic/utili-
tarian and the social/moral arguments may undermine humanistic traditions and 
values.22

In this new global (neo)liberal era, how were liberal values to be assessed? And 
how should citizenship be understood? As national (citizenship for nation-build-
ing), patriotic even, regional (for example, European or Asian), global, or cosmo-
politan? Could it be taken for granted that it always implies democratic citizen-
ship and that liberal values would be seen as global values indeed? The question of 
whether a liberal education can actually exist in an illiberal context at all deserved 
further reflection with regard to recent and seemingly ongoing developments in 
Europe and beyond.23

As much as liberal values and democratic citizenship were (too easily) taken for 
granted in the early 2000s, the more they have come under attack in the following 
decades through today. From a backlash against globalization, and throughout a 
series a social and economic crises, populism and (neo)nationalism regained sup-
port around the world and are increasingly affecting higher education.24 

Europe is back from its “holiday from history,” and learning the hard way that 
liberal values are not globally shared, not even within Europe, as was expected af-
ter the fall of the Berlin Wall. The world is not flat and history has not ended after 
all.25

Liberal education became a target of illiberal regimes. The Central Europe-
an University was banned from Hungary. Smolny College (St. Petersburg) was 
closed as “an undesirable organization,” not seen to be feeding into “patriotic 
citizenship.”26

Illiberal reactions to higher education are a threat to academic freedom, but 
may also come from within, associated with “wokeness” and “cancel culture.” 
Some UCs are considered hotspots of such trends. Why would LAS students es-
pecially go against liberal values, academic freedom, or freedom of expression? 
Academic freedom is a foundational right to free inquiry, as well as the value of re-
specting divergent opinion. It is the cornerstone of an academic culture of civility, 
now endangered by the polarization besetting society at large.27 Is it ignorance, 
freedom taken for granted, or a lack of awareness that radicalized individualism, 
identity politics, cultural wars, can lead to fragmentation or even atomization of 
a college community? 

Is liberalism’s ever increasing stress on personal autonomy trumping the ac-
ademic community as a collective good? There is little optimism for LAS if it is 
both challenged from outside and demolished from within. 
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Hence UCs are faced with the challenge to reconsider the LAS mission in this 
new reality, and support students in being truly inclusive, in finding nuance and 
intellectual humility, in understanding the validity of other perspectives, and in 
overcoming value judgments and national(ist) lenses to develop empathy. It is a 
formidable task for university leaders to ensure that future generations are aware 
of the virtues and values of an open and democratic society, ready to engage in 
a world where Western universalism and liberalism are being challenged, and to 
commit to the international solidarity needed for the world’s most pressing prob-
lems to be solved. The best hope is a liberal one indeed: that the best brains will 
remain free from being domesticated by national or disciplinary boundaries. 
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Increasingly, students use the internet for self-directed learning in higher education, 
requiring them to develop skills to determine which information is reliable and ac-
curate. Although the need to understand, evaluate, and promote such skills is cru-
cial, little is known about the students’ search for and use of online sources (and the 
key influences of those sources) in higher education. Current research indicates both 
that students need specific skills to successfully engage and learn with online materi-
als, and that university practitioners need to rethink their curricula and instruction-
al approaches for online teaching in the age of ChatGPT and other AI-supported 
tools. Interdisciplinary theoretical and empirical methods can help us gain a deeper 
understanding of how students develop the various skills required for successful on-
line learning, and how we can support them across domains.

In large-scale national and international longitudinal assessments of studies 
in various academic domains, higher-education students showed partly nega-
tive learning trajectories. In other words, they demonstrated less correct con-

tent knowledge at the end of their studies, as outlined in this volume of Dædalus. 
The international and interdisciplinary PLATO (Positive Learning in the Age of 
InformaTiOn) research program, with a hub in empirical educational research in 
Germany, was conceived in the wake of this major insight.1 Currently, PLATO in-
volves over twenty collaborating universities located in several countries, includ-
ing the United States, Canada, Japan, the Netherlands, and Switzerland.

In PLATO, we found that these results were not adequately explained by typical-
ly surveyed influence factors in education–such as demographics, prior education, 
or courses attended. In search of fuller explanations, we expanded our scope to in-
clude expertise from various disciplines, like linguistics, media studies, and com-
munication sciences. Early jointly developed surveys focused on students’ learning 
input (that is, frequency of use of various media, sources, and information) for ac-
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quiring knowledge and preparing for exams. Students reported using a broad range 
of sources for learning, acquiring domain knowledge, and preparing for exams; 
most frequently, they stated using online media and sources, for example, through 
a Google search or nowadays by using AI-supported tools like ChatGPT. Through 
our consultations with faculty and subsequent reviews of teaching methodologies 
across disciplines and countries, as well as a systematic literature review, we gained 
two persisting impressions. 

First, higher-education practitioners realized students use the internet as their 
main source for acquiring study-related information, and faculty suspected a po-
tential negative influence on student learning (though were not aware of the exact 
extent beyond anecdotal evidence). 

Second, skills relating to the use of the internet for successful learning were 
not specifically fostered in most of their courses. In part, faculty members con-
sidered this to be the responsibility of secondary education and university library 
courses (for beginners) that presumably offer training in academic research skills. 
Also, lecturers relied on acting as authorities in their field and providing students 
with a selection of sources they considered scholarly. Notably, sources separate 
from those selections, particularly internet sources, were frowned upon or con-
sidered less relevant by faculty. 

To be sure, there were exceptions. Some lecturers used illustrative examples 
cropped from online media and discussed them in class, as well as offered specific 
tool acquisition lessons (such as database use). However, even here, for technolo-
gy to work effectively during class, faculty members usually had students prepare 
(download) all necessary software and materials beforehand, typically from a cu-
rated, university-hosted repository or course platform (e-learning). Sometimes, 
e-learning spaces were also used for jointly preparing course deliverables (for ex-
ample, creating a team wiki, asynchronous course discussions, and file upload). 

We considered these strategies to be didactic “safe spots” on the internet, where 
lecturers can monitor and steer students’ development of media literacy skills, and 
moderate their collective learning process. The use of electronic materials–such as 
digitized (scanned) books, research studies, and databases–was not discussed, but 
implicitly accepted as far as the local university library would offer access to them. 
Apparently, there was a sizable gap between faculty members and students’ expec-
tations and practice regarding the use of internet sources, including the acquisition 
of literacy skills for conducting research online. 

In our pursuit of a broad multidisciplinary research agenda with the PLATO  
program, we are currently focusing on three areas. In our studies, we directly 
assess students’ actual internet use for solving typical generic and/or domain- 
specific tasks (for example, preparing a lesson plan in teacher education or a diag-
nostic plan in medical education) in a realistic (online) environment. We also an-
alyze in greater detail students’ internet skills based on collected data in real time 
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in major study domains, including economics, teacher education, medicine, and 
law. And we pay particular attention to the skill set of Critical Online Reasoning 
(COR) in general (GEN-COR) and domain-specific (DOM-COR) tasks, with three 
main facets:

 • searching for and selecting information (online information acquisition, 
OIA), 

 • evaluating sources for credibility cues (critical information evaluation, CIE), 
 • reasoning with evidence from multiple sources and synthesizing it into an 

evidence-based argument (reasoning based on evidence, argumentation, 
and synthesis, REAS).

We strive to control for a suitably challenging range of sources and informa-
tion problem requirements (such as types of information needed, complexity of 
tasks, including presence or absence of biased sources, controversial topics, ready-
made judgments by authors and users), ensuring not all sources and information 
are trustworthy. In other words, we recreate authentic conditions of self-directed 
studying on the internet (beyond curated e-learning spaces). 

While tasks can be designed to assess secondary skills, like selection and spe-
cific judgments, we found that some of these skills, such as searching, could only 
be validly assessed in a real online environment. For the assessments and train-
ing, we continuously vetted search prompts and preselected real online sources 
(for evaluation) to provide up-to-date realistic challenging tasks, based on a set of 
joint design criteria and scoring rubrics. Given the large variance of online sourc-
es, our focus was on whether and when students take certain actions (for exam-
ple, leaving a suspicious website) and consistency between their claims of trusting 
sources, stable reasons for their claims, types of sources cited, appropriate confi-
dence level, and safeguarding against gullibility and incredulity error.

In the PLATO setup, researchers from education, media, and computer scienc-
es collaborate for two primary purposes. First, they keep assessments and train-
ing materials up to date regarding specific affordances and challenges online. For 
example, how and when do they choose to use AI-supported tools like ChatGPT? 
And second, researchers support educational technology software development. 
A dedicated IT project supports linkage of the resulting big educational data in 
meaningful ways and following the highest privacy standards. For instance, when 
solving generic and domain-specific performance tasks, whether for research or 
study purposes, whether required or voluntary, students log onto our prepped 
virtual computers. This way, we can track students’ real behavior on the internet 
without constricting their study habits. This setup has given us unique insights 
into the websites students visited for research and the time spent on each, with an 
opportunity to map students’ navigation routes, and document their preparation 
to complete different tasks, alongside their troubleshooting processes. 
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Another integral part of PLATO is our connection of learning material to stu-
dents’ demonstrated comprehension. By analyzing accessed website content and 
comparing it with student responses, we found this process requires collabora-
tion among several disciplines (such as education, linguistics, and computer sci-
ence). We seek to obtain indicators from students working on challenging tasks: 
where do they go to gather data for higher education, and how do they attempt to 
use that data to complete required tasks? With these questions in mind, we aim 
as well to identify promising cues and patterns in the source information (meta-
phorical framing) that may have led (or misled) students to provisionally trust, 
reference, cite, or ignore certain sources and pieces of information. While most 
students performed in the upper half of scores on generic tasks, which were fo-
cused on solving everyday online information problems, students performed con-
siderably worse when solving domain-specific tasks in their own disciplines. 

The results are clear. We find a need for promoting DOM-COR skills among 
students within and across academic domains. Because students did not succeed 
in transferring their often highly developed generic skills in solving domain- 
specific tasks, we conclude and recommend that support in DOM-COR should be 
specifically integrated into regular academic studies. While students were typical-
ly able to research, evaluate, and process suitable sources and content on everyday 
issues on the internet, they had more difficulties successfully applying these skills 
to the research and argumentation processes for preparing domain-specific tasks, 
such as legal opinions in law or diagnostic plans in medicine.

So far, the log data of student-accessed websites showed that subjects accessed 
many more established specialized databases when solving tasks in their field. We 
have one possible but yet unexamined explanation for discrepancies found be-
tween performance in GEN-COR versus DOM-COR tasks, which differed across 
domains: Students may be more versed in using general search engines; or rather 
they may be less proficient in using domain-specific databases established in dis-
ciplines like medicine and law when compared with research via Google. In com-
parison with economics and education students, students from medicine and law 
generally showed more use of their domain-specific literature or databases. These 
databases are, in turn, more strongly promoted in their studies. The latter cohort 
of students also perceived greater support regarding the information evaluation 
and argumentation skills in their studies, which enable them to evaluate the qual-
ity of online research more effectively and to incorporate it into their academic 
and/or professional work. 

Further, we discovered that initial situations vary based on the major sources 
of challenges within different domains. Namely, is there a set of online resources 
(for example, databases and references) used as a base source in the discipline, 
topic area, information type, and language; and are students aware of it and able 
to use it? Here, the focus is on competent use. Otherwise, students will need to 
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find and piece together information from diverse, possibly new web platforms. In 
this case, the skill focus is on searching and quality evaluation. 

To provide a couple of examples, consider medical and law students’ practic-
es when researching data online. Medical students in Germany currently have a 
go-to didactic database to answer most of their questions. They may occasional-
ly carry out their research elsewhere in case of a newly discovered variant or new 
treatment, or to verify a rarely used relation between symptoms and treatment. 
By contrast, law students need to reference a specific law and guideline, most of 
which are available in print, but are often more conveniently accessible online, and 
sometimes, they need to read up on specific court decisions and interpretations.  

In both medicine and law, various client-facing internet resources are use-
ful for beginners, but less so for professionals. What’s more, numerous advoca-
cy and business (or sponsored) websites may advance partially biased interests. 
For teacher trainees, there is a wealth of open educational resources available, and 
some educational science databases, but no unified one-stop resource. 

All of the professions that have been the focus of PLATO thus far deal with sim-
ilar situations. They involve patients, clients, or students who can search the in-
ternet, but who usually rely on sources that require less specialized knowledge 
and are easier to understand compared with databases geared for professionals. 
Consequently, misconceptions among higher-education students and even grad-
uates, or between professionals and their misinformed, distrusting clients (due to 
unskilled internet use), are predictable problem areas that could be addressed in 
problem-based teaching approaches to foster students’ COR skills.

In our assessments of the promotion of COR skills in academic studies, the re-
sults point to specific deficits in critical research, as well as the evaluation and in-
tegration of online sources into one’s argument. These deficits manifest in lower 
performance in subjects’ research and processing of sources in domain-specific 
tasks. To be sure, the students were often able to research, evaluate, and process 
appropriate sources and content to check everyday facts on the internet, but they 
had difficulty successfully applying the respective skills to their domain-specific 
tasks (such as legal opinions). In terms of professional practice, assessed deficits 
among graduates could mean that the content found and used in information re-
search (for example, within medicine or legal databases) was incomplete, partial-
ly incorrect (or wrongly interpreted), or not up to date. Needless to say, any or all 
of these factors can significantly impair the overall quality of the professional de-
cision and action (for instance, legal opinions or diagnostic plans). 

Vast personal differences between students’ performances on domain-specific  
tasks also suggest that stronger individual support is needed here. At the same 
time, the findings indicated overall that COR skills should be promoted more 
strongly in curricular training to teach students to apply them within their respec-
tive domains. This requires the integration of targeted courses to promote these 
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specific skills effectively in standard curricula. The discrepancies between generic 
and domain-specific skills suggested that COR skills should be promoted not only 
in general but in connection to domain-specific training.

DOM-COR training is still in development and needs to be tailored to each 
discipline (and possibly by course focus as well). However, we were able to easi-
ly elicit faculty- and student-offered examples in class through questions framed 
for group discussions. Some examples: “How did you find this type of informa-
tion? Why did you think it was reliable? Who found ‘the best’ source? Did you 
come across less reliable or misleading sources? Whose interests might have in-
fluenced that source? Why might people believe it?” Even before the availability 
of more training, free and wide-ranging discussion can be encouraged by faculty 
as a means of catalyzing reflection about relevant DOM-COR skills.

One current PLATO research program examines possible trade-offs between 
the quality and comprehensibility of online information. We suspect that partic-
ularly low-performing students–that is, those who have difficulty understanding 
academic sources and research studies–will more often turn to diverse internet 
sources, and will therefore require personalized training. From our studies and 
experiences so far, we have found that both students and lecturers consider GEN-
COR and DOM-COR skills to be important. They have voiced interest in learning 
about credibility cues, research training, (lacking) epistemically grounded discus-
sions of information quality online, and internet “tricks of the trade.” However, 
without training, students will likely continue to use information they found on-
line to study on their own without support. 

We have delivered an initial dedicated GEN-COR and DOM-COR training pro-
gram in three domains (law, medicine, and teaching), and we have shown the ex-
tant databases, how to search them using specific keywords and operators, as well 
as selected quality cues to check on websites. This newly developed training, in 
combination with the domain-specific assessments, represents an approach to 
systematically offer targeted support based on students’ identified strengths and 
weaknesses in using online information.2 At the same time, our findings indicate 
that promoting COR skills should be addressed more strongly in the regular cur-
riculum, thereby teaching students these fundamental skills in dealing with a con-
tinuously updating digital media landscape. 

Looking ahead, recent developments in AI-based search software, such as 
ChatGPT, are expected to change affordances for internet searches, and 
consequently task requirements–both for search sub-skills, and also for 

reasoning in terms of synthesizing information. These challenges can be ad-
dressed empirically and through logging search efforts, by expressly allowing or 
forbidding the use of selected platforms in accomplishing or researching tasks. 
Still, adjustments need to be made to tracking navigation and scraping sources.3
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In a similar vein, the effectiveness of critical thinking training has been exam-
ined in a few studies and meta-analyses, highlighting different opportunities to 
include the development of critical thinking skills both within domain courses 
and as general training.4 Those studies also point to challenges in applying gener-
ic skills to domain-specific tasks. Research on misinformation indicates that var-
ious perceptual and analytic routes can contain important cues and reveal source 
reliability or one-sidedness. They also suggest a wealth of corresponding training 
approaches, such as logical training, rhetoric moves, debiasing, emotional intro-
spection, empathy, and perspective-taking, in addition to specific lenses for larger 
systemic biases from sociology, history, media studies, and critical literacies in the 
humanities.5

Most approaches, however, still largely lack integration with online sources. 
In terms of opportunities for future work, educational researchers should collab-
orate across disciplines to narrow the gaps. Our review highlighted many formi-
dable challenges that need to be addressed for assessing and teaching critical use 
of online information sources fairly (and compassionately, given prior misconcep-
tions). Complexity seems to have increased by orders of magnitude: “rationality” 
is claimed even by monocriterion advocacy groups, and calls to “think critically” 
and “do your own research” are used even by demagogues, who encourage closed 
groups of followers, one-sided agenda and interpretations, cherry-picked data, 
loaded delivery, and persuasion by (algorithmic) repetition with a science-like 
look. Applying critical thinking skills to available data can leave inexperienced rea-
soners with the impression of having successfully uncovered revelations that are 
wrongfully ignored for their inconvenience rather than incompatibility. In the on-
line environment itself, many platforms are suspected to invite and even train stu-
dents to become cognitive misers, while aggravating tendencies that invite poor 
reasoning (for example, sensationalism turned to clickbait), while including hard-
to-detect bias (as in those that surface through algorithms). The task for assess-
ment developers and educators is to tease these variants apart, increase awareness 
of online challenges without ostracizing or overpowering students, and reinforce 
common standards for thorough thinking and evidence that are demonstrably 
beneficial for students in our digital age.6

Looking back at the data collected and analyzed through PLATO over the last 
seven years, we can conclude that interdisciplinary and cross-domain analyses al-
low for significant progress in theoretical modelling and empirical explanations. 
Further, one discipline and/or one domain could never achieve these advances 
alone. For instance, through the multi- and mixed-methods analyses of the same 
data corpus, using different analytical perspectives and approaches with multi-
ple data triangulation and validation, we can gain a considerable amount of new 
knowledge as well as high-quality results. At the same time, it requires elaborate 
research workshops and discussions with multiple steps (such as the joint inter-
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pretation of the results). Overall, such interdisciplinary collaborations are associ-
ated with relatively high transaction costs and challenges, and require much more 
time in the research process. Additionally, multiyear communication processes 
are needed to develop a “common” language in the project, in which all research-
ers from the very different disciplines (currently over fifteen in PLATO) can ef-
fectively work and also successfully publish their findings. Joint interdisciplinary 
publications are a great challenge in and of themselves and require much more 
time than a conventional publication in one’s own discipline. There is also a per-
manent tradeoff between meeting standards in one’s own discipline and being 
comprehensible to a broader interdisciplinary research community. 

To conclude, complex phenomena such as positive or negative learning in dif-
ferent settings in higher education (such as print versus online materials) can 
only be explored comprehensively by consolidating different areas of expertise in  
international interdisciplinary research teams such as those presented here. Inter-
disciplinary international collaborations require a group of discerning research-
ers who are willing to transcend the boundaries of their own disciplines and bear 
the relatively high costs in the long run. In this way, we can gain a deeper under-
standing of challenging issues like engaging student learning, studying with the 
internet in the digital age, and finding valid solutions to problems that arise from 
new technology. 
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Educating Students for Climate Action:  
Distraction or Higher-Education Capital?

Fernando M. Reimers

This essay examines how universities are responding to demands to educate students 
for climate action. I argue for a whole-of-university approach, in which sustain-
ability becomes part of the mission of the university, and translates into reimagined 
forms of education, research, outreach, and management of the university oper-
ations. This approach runs counter to the most common response of universities,  
incremental to new demands, and is likely to take place only in institutions with 
greater capacity for innovation. Strategy and knowledge are key resources to support 
such innovation, drawing on the comparative analysis of the global experience of 
higher education, as there are already high rates of institutional innovation globally 
in educating for climate action. 

Higher education in the remainder of the twenty-first century will be 
shaped by how universities respond to new demands to address the press-
ing complexities of finding a sustainable way of life. This essay examines 

three ways universities could respond to those demands, and suggests that strate-
gy and knowledge of comparative experience could help. 

A recent study of higher education in the United States underscores the central 
mission of universities: supporting the development of higher-education capital–
namely, the capacity to engage deeply with intellectual topics–which is under-
mined when universities pursue too many other missions.1 Agreeing that the pri-
mary goal of universities is teaching and learning, it is also the case that the analyt-
ic, reasoning, and communication skills that students develop in universities (their 
higher-education capital) are acquired in contexts related to their setting. Focusing 
on sustainability, which includes existential challenges for humanity (such as cli-
mate change, democratic decline, or war), provides a capacious framing that al-
lows the leaders of universities to elicit the support of many constituencies. In this 
essay, I  focus on one component of sustainability: addressing climate change.

There is great heterogeneity in how universities approach educating for climate 
change. After examining three approaches that have been followed, and discuss-
ing how to evaluate their benefits and costs, this essay favors a whole-of-university  
approach that supports pathways to transition toward a green economy, where 
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every student has multiple learning opportunities to develop the competencies to 
contribute to adaptation, mitigation, and reversal of the effects of climate change, 
as individuals, citizens, and professionals. This is different, and more challenging 
to do, than providing students opportunities to learn the science related to climate 
change, what I could call “climate literacy.” 

The varied responses from university leadership to these demands constitute a 
global laboratory from which we can learn. This variation is shaped by widespread 
contention over whether universities can (and even should) pursue this focus on 
climate change, by their choice of which metrics can and should be used, and by 
faculty capacity, university leadership, and organizational effectiveness. The path 
of least resistance for universities is to respond to these societal demands in shal-
low and cosmetic ways, adding some courses or initiatives aligned with climate 
change, and producing some superficial changes that improve public metrics such 
as creating a required course on climate change or a new degree on climate change, 
without meaningful changes to the experience of most students on campus. This 
facile course of action will be ineffective in helping us tackle climate change and 
is the least likely option to contribute to the formation of higher-education capital. 

In contrast, meeting these heightened societal expectations will require great-
er integration of research, education, outreach, and management of university 
operations to advance sustainability. If successful, it will lead to a more funda-
mental reimagining of the student experience, one that engages all students over 
extended periods, integrating action and reflection on action with deep learning 
from different disciplines. This more demanding path is also more likely to support 
the development of higher-education capital.

The new societal and student demands that universities address sustain-
ability could signal the exhaustion of the post–World War II order for 
higher education, shaped by the primary goal of democratizing access.2 

Institutions of higher education have been called to reimagine their role in soci-
ety, and their mission to serve as catalysts “for a rapid, urgently needed and fair 
transition towards sustainability.”3 Adding to these demands from alumni, civic 
leaders, donors, academic leaders, and governing bodies of universities, as well as 
the public at large, are demands from students, the most educated generation in 
human history. 

This burgeoning interest in getting universities to address the effects of climate 
change stems also from the considerable increase in the number of institutions 
and students in the Global South, where the challenges are greater. The number of 
students in higher education is expanding exponentially, from 100 million in the 
year 2000, to 250 million in 2020, and projected to be 594 million by 2040, with 
most of this growth taking place in middle-income developing countries and very 
limited increases in North America and Europe.4
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At its General Assembly in 2015, the United Nations adopted a framework 
to guide efforts toward a more inclusive and sustainable world: the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), also known as the 2030 develop-

ment agenda. The seventeen SDGs are understood to be interdependent, so that 
climate action, for instance, is interdependent with other SDGs such as gender eq-
uity, education, sustainable cities, and no poverty.

The growing adoption of the SDGs by many higher-education institutions re-
flects the globalization of ideas about the mission of higher education, much like 
the model of a “liberal arts education” has spread globally. Studying universities’ 
varied efforts to advance these goals furthers our understanding of the effects of 
globalization on universities overall, especially in how they redefine their mis-
sion. Such study can also support innovation based on global experience. 

There have been several efforts, led by university consortia, UN agencies, and 
organizations of civil society to support the alignment of higher-education in-
stitutional strategies with the SDGs 2030 agenda. The National Committee for 
the 2030 agenda in Norway is a recent example. Composed primarily of higher- 
education institutions, it prepared a report calling on universities to align their 
work more intentionally with the advancement of the 2030 agenda. The report 
was presented at the UNESCO biannual conference on higher education, which 
was held in Barcelona in May of 2022.5 

To support exchange across universities to impact climate action, in 2008, 
the Hamburg University of Applied Sciences launched the International Climate 
Change Information and Research Program, focusing on education, communica-
tion, and information on climate change. This program convenes a biannual con-
ference on universities and climate change. Similarly, the International Univer-
sity Climate Alliance is a consortium of fifty-six research universities collaborat-
ing to exchange practices on research and education about climate change. And in 
the United States, the organization Second Nature has worked with universities 
since 1993 to help them integrate sustainable practices in the management of their 
physical infrastructure and in their programs.6

Times Higher Education (THE) has created a novel set of global rankings of 
universities, the impact rankings, which allow participating institutions access 
to the self-reported evidence describing each institution’s initiatives to meet the 
SDGs.7 These impact rankings have made innovations in higher education more 
visible than they would have been otherwise. Without them, the advances would 
have been known only to those at their respective institutions. For example, Amrita  
University, a small private university established in 1994 in Coimbatore, India, op-
erating in seven campuses and offering 207 degrees to 18,000 students with 1,700 
faculty, was recognized in the last round of the impact rankings as the most im-
pactful university in India and the 41st most impactful university in the world, to a 
great extent because many of its programs focus on improving human conditions 
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in rural communities and among the poor, and require that students spend part of 
their time living in poor communities so that part of their studies can contribute 
to those efforts. Other efforts to make innovations in higher education in climate 
action more visible include various awards, such as those managed by the Times 
Higher Education to recognize exemplary practices, including in environmental 
leadership, in the United Kingdom, Asia, and the Arab World.8

Underscoring the challenge of finding adequate metrics to support efforts to 
educate communities about climate change, the impact rankings are imperfect. 
Two of the indicators address climate change, but only partially. First, SDG 13 
(climate action), which integrates indicators on research for climate action, low- 
carbon energy use, outreach climate education efforts, and commitment to car-
bon neutrality; and second, SDG 17 (partnerships for development), which in-
cludes indicators of education about the SDGs for university students, as well as 
research into partnerships to advance the goals, and publication of reports on the 
SDGs. None of the indicators provide information on what proportion of the stu-
dents at the institutions learn anything about climate change, or about the type of 
educational experiences they have access to, or what they actually learn. 

Universities must face three central curriculum questions as they seek to ad-
dress climate action: Who should be taught, what should be taught, and 
how should it be taught? This curriculum redesign needs to be aligned 

with scenarios for a transition to a new economy, which forecasts the impact of 
climate change on jobs, and include alternative scenarios that adapt to and mit-
igate the effects of climate change, drawing out the skill requirements of those 
jobs. The International Labor Organization estimates that a transition to a green 
economy will eliminate 6 million jobs and create 24 million new jobs by 2030.9

But if it is to reinforce higher-education capital, the integration of climate edu-
cation in the curriculum needs to be deep and rigorous, and engage most students. 
A fragmented approach to sustainability education might lead to a few (or many) 
new courses in the curriculum, creating multiple possible avenues that some stu-
dents may take to reach recognition, study, or even action around one or some 
of these societal challenges. But they may not follow any pathway that supports 
progression from novice to expert understanding, or connects these routes to the 
rest of their academic journey. The result of such a fragmented approach would be 
that only some students would learn something about sustainability, with no as-
surance that those opportunities were in fact pursued by all students, and no guar-
antee that anyone gained the competency to advance sustainability from their 
eventual professional paths. 

In contrast, a whole-of-university approach to teaching climate change would 
provide coherence in learning opportunities across subjects, throughout the class-
room experience and the lived experience on campus. This thorough connection is 
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more likely in contexts in which there is coherence across curricular, research, out-
reach, and infrastructure efforts that support student engagement at growing lev-
els of depth and complexity with the subject. Further, students will likely benefit 
more when university efforts occur across multiple subjects that develop a full range 
of cognitive and affective dispositions toward the challenges of climate change, as 
aligned with a green economy transition. But scholarly research on how universi-
ties approach climate change education remains scant: “Climate Change Education 
[CCE] has been an under-researched topic. There have been only a few attempts to 
conceptualize CCE and define the associated skills, knowledge, and competencies.”10

A survey administered to 212 university staff in 45 countries found high vari-
ability in how institutions approached climate change, most of them focusing on 
reducing their carbon footprint and only 20 of them mentioning curricular ap-
proaches.11 These curricular approaches in turn were heterogeneous, including 
piggybacking (adding climate change education to existing courses or programs), 
mainstreaming (integrating climate change education broadly across the curric-
ulum), and specializing (creating specific disciplinary offerings). Another study 
found very limited references to climate change in most disciplines.12

There are very few evaluations of education programs about climate change. On 
balance, they suggest that simply teaching students the facts about climate change 
produces knowledge but not commitment to engage in addressing it. Instead, the 
combination of teaching the science of climate change along with opportunities to 
design and execute ways to make some difference produce both knowledge and the 
disposition to engage in climate action efforts. Experimental studies of climate ed-
ucation curriculum in Sweden show that knowledge-based curriculum alone is not 
correlated to behavior, whereas knowledge-based curriculum integrated with civic 
engagement with climate action led to competency and actual engagement.13

A review of 220 studies of climate change education conducted between 1993 
and 2014 concluded that most of them framed it as STEM education or part of en-
vironmental education.14 A recent review of 70 studies on the effectiveness of cli-
mate change education concludes that most of them focus on outcomes such as 
individual energy conservation, with less than a handful addressing effects on 
collective action of societal transitions to noncarbon fuels.15 Additionally, many 
studies examine whether climate change education supports understanding of 
climate change, not on whether they help students identify pathways for climate 
action.16 In other words, they emphasize climate literacy, rather than the devel-
opment of skills that can support the transition to a green economy. Perhaps the 
most robust challenge: most studies on climate change education document very 
limited impact on attitudes and behavior, and in some cases, a negative relation-
ship between knowledge and behavior.17

Across these reviews, a pattern emerged. Universities have approached climate 
change education in at least three ways: 1) through the introduction of a required 
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course on the subject, 2) through the organic incorporation of climate change ed-
ucation in the curriculum, and 3) through the intentional integration of climate 
change across the curriculum.

While requiring students to take a course on climate change has the ap-
peal of apparent simplicity, there is no evidence that this approach has 
been easy to implement or led to depth of understanding. Given the 

distinction between climate literacy and helping students develop specific com-
petencies that support a transition to a green economy, a required course is more 
likely to contribute to the former than to the latter. In 2019, the government of Italy  
took the unprecedented step of mandating a required module on sustainability 
for all schools and, in partnership with the Sustainable Development Universities 
Network, an elective interdisciplinary course for universities: 

[This] elective online module for all university students of all disciplines, [was] 
shaped around the interdisciplinary nature of the concept of sustainability, focusing 
on the intersection of economic, social, and environmental dynamics. This module, 
known as “lecture 0,” was designed as propaedeutic to any course of further special-
ization, with a view to training students to think in an integrated fashion across natu-
ral and social sciences.18

The implementation of these programs, however, has been challenging. As of 
2021, only twenty universities offered lecture 0 (from here, Lecture Zero)–even 
though eighty universities were part of the Sustainable Development Universities 
Network.19 The lack of faculty capacity undergirds these challenges. Nonethe-
less, some universities have engaged more deeply with climate change education, 
adopting practices the proponents of Lecture Zero hoped all universities would. 
For instance, the University of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania requires all students to 
gain a basic understanding of climate change and sustainable development.20

A single course designed to educate all students presents a major challenge: 
finding the faculty who will teach it. An obvious risk in finding the right instruc-
tor is that such a “service course” would be taught to very large groups of students, 
perhaps requiring faculty to extend beyond their usual expertise, and unlikely to 
have the experience required to help students connect what they learn about cli-
mate change to their professional paths. The evaluation of the benefits and costs 
of such an approach should include what students learn in terms of depth and rig-
or of knowledge, competencies, and dispositions–and how these lessons inform 
how they plan to address climate change from their intended professional paths.

A more organic, evolutionary way for universities to include climate change 
education in the curriculum is to build on the existing interests and ex-
pertise of the faculty, as they conduct research or create programs on the 
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topic. This approach is more likely to emerge in universities with a strong over-
all commitment to climate action, where there are already programs in place and 
research in progress, which are more likely to benefit some students than all stu-
dents. Most of the examples available in sources like the impact rankings are of 
this sort. 

The University of Tasmania, Australia’s fourth oldest university, leads the THE 
rankings on climate action. This affiliation can likely be credited to their many re-
search publications on climate action, as well as their low-carbon energy tracking 
and their commitment to carbon neutrality–the university has been carbon-neu-
tral certified since 2016. A chief sustainability officer oversees a strategy to ad-
vance the school’s “holistic institutional sustainability initiatives.”21 

Climate change education is integrated into several courses in various disci-
plines, such as natural sciences, geography, education, sociology, law, philoso-
phy, and health. The courses include elective classes such as responding to climate 
change, introduction to the science of climate change, our changing climate, cli-
mate change economics, politics and planning, and planning and management for 
climate change. So far, these courses are the result of organic development. The 
university is mapping the entire curriculum to identify where education about the 
SDGs currently exists. They have examined the idea of requiring a course on cli-
mate change for all students, but discarded it in favor of a set of transversal com-
petencies, which include sustainability, that could be developed through a variety 
of pathways and prerequisites, each appropriate to the respective disciplines and 
fields of study.

Scientists at the University of Tasmania have written research papers on cli-
mate action to promote the country’s Climate Action Plan. Their Climate Futures 
Research Group works with industry and government, providing models to sup-
port climate-attuned  decision-making. They have also advanced several initiatives 
to educate the community about climate, through their Curious Climate program, 
which provides students and teachers in local schools an avenue to ask questions 
about climate change and have them answered by climate scientists.22 Those ques-
tions and answers then become public information. The scientists at the Universi-
ty of Tasmania have also aligned their operations with climate change mitigation 
strategies, including divesting from carbon-intensive fuels, reducing carbon emis-
sions and carbon in infrastructure, and decarbonizing their operations.

Ranked third in the impact rankings for climate action, Wageningen Univer-
sity and Research in the Netherlands, formerly an agricultural college, focuses on 
improving and preserving the contributions of nature to quality of life, in food 
and the living environment. The university’s strategic plan addresses four main 
challenges: climate change, overpopulation, malnutrition, and overconsump-
tion. The plan articulates the transitions necessary to face these challenges and 
aligns the actions of the university to support those transitions, such as the tran-
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sition to circular agri-food systems. The strategy explicitly states another goal: to 
make an impact that responds to societal needs and the SDGs.

Research at the Wageningen Institute for Climate Research is structured 
around three main issues: enabling climate action, managing the future bio-
sphere, and advancing circular systems. Courses about climate change and sus-
tainability are integrated throughout the curriculum of all programs and are also 
available as extension courses or MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) for pro-
fessionals.23 Such alignment of university strategies with sustainability and cli-
mate action has resulted in an abundance of opportunities for students to develop 
competency in multiple fields, across the curriculum.

The collective benefits of these organic approaches are twofold: 1) instruc-
tion is more likely to be led by experts, and 2) it will be well-aligned with coherent 
programs related to climate. For universities with faculty whose expertise is out-
side of climate change education, the inherent need is to hire faculty who could 
(and would) build those programs. Evaluations of this approach should focus on 
whether a strategy that builds on existing faculty strengths gradually expands to 
engage more among the nonexpert faculty. Doing so will create a series of concen-
tric groups of interested faculty. In a hub and spokes model, a strong core of ex-
pert faculty and robust climate education programs would contribute to building 
capacity and interest among peripheral faculty, whose primary work is in other 
domains. From there, all the faculty involved could collaborate across disciplines 
to determine how to make the lessons accessible to students, depending on the 
pedagogical methods used in their respective majors, starting with the proportion 
of the students who are already engaged with such programs. 

A more ambitious strategy to educate students about climate change is to 
integrate this subject across the curriculum, so that all students develop 
the knowledge and skills they need to contribute effectively to climate ac-

tion from a variety of disciplinary and professional paths. While this is the most 
transformational of the strategies, it is also the one likely to take more time and to 
require more institutional resources, including innovation based on comparative 
experience, for effective implementation.

For example, the Instituto Tecnologico de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey 
(Tec), the fifth most highly ranked university in Latin America in the THE impact 
rankings, has integrated the SDGs into their institutional strategy and released pe-
riodic institutional reports of university initiatives aligned with the SDGs. Their 
strategic plan aims to support human flourishing, a process understood to require 
capabilities to participate in multiple domains so that “each person can relate to 
the community and the environment to create a better world, with respect for hu-
man dignity.”24 One of the pillars of the institute’s strategic plan is sustainable 
development, explicitly aligned with the SDGs. Another pillar is education: they 
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aim to ensure all students and faculty are knowledgeable about climate change 
and sustainability. 

Their goal is to educate leaders committed to advancing a sustainable future, 
and with the SDGs as a framework, they plan to include climate education and 
sustainable development in the curriculum by 2025. As a first step in that process, 
they mapped the integration of the SDGs in the entire university curriculum, find-
ing that 19 percent of their subjects reference at least one SDG, and that one-fifth 
of their academic programs include SDG 13 (climate action).

They also decided that several of their schools (engineering, humanities, social 
studies and government, architecture, art and design, business, and medicine) 
would include at least one required course that relates the discipline to climate 
change. They have also created a series of electives focused on climate education 
in which students from various careers and disciplines collaborate on projects 
with civil society organizations. 

Future plans entail updating the curriculum to include courses on sustainable 
development in alignment with cognitive, socioemotional, and behavioral goals. 
These plans to revise the curriculum focus on reimagining a series of transversal 
or intersecting competencies across all fields of study, including those for sustain-
ability. These efforts have supported opportunities for faculty to learn about cli-
mate change education. They have also included a section on sustainable develop-
ment in the surveys of graduates to assess how they advance sustainability.

The most recent social impact report of the Tec describes 820 initiatives aligned 
with the SDGs that make visible a ubiquity of opportunities for student engage-
ment with the SDGs. The approach adopted by the Tec illustrates how integrating 
the SDGs into the strategy of the university can result in intentional infusion of 
climate change education across the curriculum. Because these opportunities are 
integrated within the curriculum of the various departments and disciplines, it is 
more likely that students will learn how to address climate change within their 
specific profession than from efforts to offer “generic” climate education cours-
es to all students, disconnected from the rest of their studies, as is the case with 
the required Lecture Zero course in Italy. This approach is more likely to support 
the development of competencies that contribute to a transition to a green econ-
omy, rather than basic climate literacy. In addition, the integration of sustainabil-
ity competencies as part of the curriculum-wide transversal competencies are 
likely to reach more students and offer deeper learning experiences that develop 
a breadth of skills related to climate change action. Further, the novel action proj-
ects that bring together students from diverse disciplines to collaborate with or-
ganizations of civil society in addressing various effects of climate change will al-
low them to gain procedural, rather than conceptual, knowledge. The experience 
of the Tec also underscores how important it is to offer faculty opportunities to 
develop the knowledge and pedagogical skills to teach this novel curriculum.
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Another institution pursuing a whole-of-university approach to educating 
about climate change is The University of Victoria (UVic) in Canada, a highly 
ranked university on climate action in the Times Higher Education impact rank-
ing. Their comprehensive approach to climate provides coherence to activities in 
academics and curriculum; research and innovation; communications; finance; 
operations; and external, Indigenous, international relations, and community 
and government interactions. Climate change education and sustainability are in-
tegrated into the curriculum across majors. Their programs and courses blend ac-
ademic and experiential learning. UVic’s university-wide strategy includes mea-
surable targets, for example, methods to infuse climate education throughout the 
curriculum and to create new programs:

Strategy 7.1. Provide a new lens to existing, and develop new, academic programs and 
learning outcomes to include climate and sustainability content that actively engages with 
the challenges posed by colonization and inequities.

ACTIONS

 • Provide all undergraduate and graduate students with access to climate and  
sustainability-related curricula and programming.

 • Create a Sustainability Literacy Assessment to evaluate the success of the university’s 
sustainability education initiatives and gain insight into how these can be improved.

 • Engage with expertise within academic units and programs, relevant research insti-
tutes on campus and affiliated organizations to develop climate and sustainability 
content.

 • Through the development of a community of practice, offer support and mentor-
ship to instructors seeking to integrate climate change and sustainability into their 
teaching.

Strategy 7.2. Develop diverse, innovative, cross- and inter-disciplinary graduate programs 
and experiences focused on climate and sustainability challenges.

ACTIONS

 • Create a climate and sustainability academic working group to review current content, 
identify existing barriers to cross-disciplinary teaching collaborations at the graduate 
level, generate interest and potential for new collaborations.

 • Expand non-credit options on climate change and sustainability in existing and new 
areas.25

The plan also includes strategies to expand the faculty’s capacity to teach about 
climate, a cornerstone of the success of any effort to transform the curriculum in 
practice. 

While these integrated efforts across the curriculum appear promising, we do 
not yet know whether the many opportunities they have generated have led stu-
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dents to follow rigorous pathways building mastery in their respective concentra-
tions or professional paths. In this case too, developing faculty’s skills and experi-
ence stands as a significant challenge of this approach.

Some have proposed a more immersive form of the whole-of-university ap-
proach to applying the SDGs at schools: making the university a “living lab” for 
the SDGs, a microcosm in which those goals are pursued and reflected in every-
thing the university does.26 One such example came in 2016 from Utrecht Univer-
sity in the Netherlands, where they aligned education, research, and operations 
with sustainability. This effort resulted in the creation of a series of “Pathways to 
Sustainability,” integrating the work of over twelve thousand scholars addressing 
climate action through thirteen research centers and five hubs focused on food, 
negative emissions, cities, water, and a circular economy. 

An evaluation of this whole-of-university intentional integration, as with the 
preceding two, should weigh the benefits to students–how many of them learn, 
to what level of depth and expertise–against the costs, with particular attention 
to whether the proliferation of pathways results in shallow engagement through 
projects with little results, undermining serious development of higher-education 
capital.

In these ongoing efforts to support the transformation of higher education to-
ward more effective climate education, we need better metrics and more re-
search to identify education approaches that are coherent and rigorous, and 

which encompass a sufficiently large set of student experiences to enhance their 
knowledge about climate change. At present, most of the efforts made visible by 
the THE impact rankings merely capture the existence of varied initiatives to ad-
vance sustainability, not their integration or cohesion from the point of view of 
the student experience. We cannot easily discern from those rankings which of 
the three approaches discussed here is pursued by each institution. When metrics 
are too simple, they can allow institutions to report surface-level changes, improv-
ing their standing in those rankings without corresponding substantive changes 
in the student experience. In effect, the institutions only declare a commitment to 
climate change, rather than demonstrate that they achieve it.

Given the nature of complex challenges such as climate change, a superficial 
declarative approach to addressing them in the curriculum is not only inadequate, 
but also a distraction. A cursory reading of the latest report of the Internation-
al Panel on Climate Change makes evident that this multidimensional challenge 
requires concerted efforts across many domains, not just advancement in knowl-
edge in the disciplines that focus on partial aspects of the challenge, such as atmo-
spheric chemistry, meteorology, or oceanographic geochemistry.27 

A whole-of-university strategy fostering integration across the disciplines–
across core activities of research, education, outreach, and operations, and across 
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the varied learning opportunities that students engage in, both curricular and co-
curricular–would be a more appropriate response to the complexity of the chal-
lenge, albeit extremely difficult to carry out and costly. The benefits of such an 
approach are discernable. Disciplinary integration between the sciences, tech-
nology, engineering, the arts, humanities, and social sciences is of the essence to 
address the multifaceted issues of sustainability and climate change. Integration 
across research, teaching, extension schools, and operations can create synergies 
that transform the culture of the institution in service of a seamless and coherent 
student experience clearly aligned with sustainability. Curricular and cocurricular 
learning opportunities would help students progressively and coherently master 
the competencies necessary to understand how they could mitigate the effects of 
climate change and contribute to sustainability in their respective fields, in this 
way gaining not only “climate literacy,” but also the skills to support a transition 
to a green economy. 

But the costs of such an ambitious–and perhaps idealistic–approach are also 
discernable. For this reason, a whole-of-university approach to support interdisci-
plinary integration across activities requires innovation to make the project feasi-
ble. Otherwise, the premise runs counter to how universities typically work, and 
therefore what university administrators are most likely to do. Such innovation can 
be supported by strategies based on comparative knowledge garnered from all uni-
versities, rather than a narrow set of “peer institutions.” Considering the efforts 
at the University of Tasmania or the Tec of Monterrey, integrating the SDGs into 
a school’s strategy can stimulate innovative projects to educate for climate change. 
We can also learn from the “global laboratory” constituted by other universities, 
such as the THE impact ranking, an incipient example of a global observatory that 
might support novel approaches to learning about the effects of climate change.

There are many ways in which universities can have an impact on climate 
change. They can educate their students about it. They can support their 
faculty’s efforts to develop new curriculum and teaching methods. They 

can host projects to inform the public on topics related to climate change. They can 
partner with institutions that are developing alternatives to adapt to, mitigate, or 
revert climate change. They can manage their resources, particularly their infra-
structure, in ways that foster sustainability, such as reducing their carbon footprint. 
Institutions can pursue each of these initiatives independently and incrementally. 
Or they can try to create synergies across them in a coherent whole-of-university 
approach. 

An essential element to unleash such an approach is a university strategy, and 
efforts to monitor the actions that are taking place reflecting the strategy, as I out-
lined through the example from Tec. Perhaps most important, making this strat-
egy and the associated metrics public allows the institutions to challenge them-
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selves using benchmarks to track their growth, and to contribute to advance sim-
ilar efforts in the larger ecosystem. In effect, the institutions participating in the 
THE impact rankings are already doing this important work. 

The analysis of these three approaches to educate about climate change shows 
that while efforts integrated with a university strategy are more likely to create 
synergies across the curriculum, research, outreach, and the operational manage- 
ment of the university’s resources, they are also more complex and costly than 
more superficial approaches such as adding a required course to the curriculum. 
Clearly, equipping most students with the skills to support a transition to a green 
economy will be more challenging than providing them with climate literacy. It 
is also likely to be the most effective approach in a world in which most people 
believe they know how to reduce their environmental footprint but are unable to 
recognize the most impactful ways to do so.28
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of Global Higher Education

Richard C. Levin

This essay examines the global impact of online education in the decade following 
the widely publicized introduction of MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) in 
2012–exploring the demographics and preferences of learners, the effectiveness of 
online learning, the surprising and substantial impact on the labor market, and the 
implications of scalability for reducing the cost of education. The essay concludes 
that online education has broadened the range of activities undertaken by leading 
universities and will continue to dramatically expand the population of learners 
with access to low-cost, high-quality education.

In 2012, online education burst into public view with the publication of a New 
York Times article entitled, “The Year of the MOOC.”1 The article described the 
sudden growth in popularity of Massive Open Online Courses and the startup 

platforms that provided them (Coursera, edX, and Udacity). A balanced and judi-
cious account, it nonetheless precipitated an avalanche of fears and hopes. Facul-
ty questioned the effectiveness of online learning, but nonetheless feared that the 
MOOC would replace classroom teaching, reduce the demand for professors, and 
transform them into teaching assistants. By contrast, trustees hoped that online 
instruction might reverse, or at least arrest, the relentless increase of tuition, and 
they urged presidents to invest for fear of missing out. The trustees of the Univer-
sity of Virginia even attempted to fire their president over her reluctance to em-
brace technology with the alacrity that they expected.2 Universities around the 
country rushed to sign up with edX, a nonprofit joint venture of MIT and Harvard, 
or Coursera, a for-profit startup founded by two Stanford professors. European, 
Latin American, and Asian universities soon followed. By mid-2014, Coursera and 
edX had more than one hundred fifty unique university partners between them, 
most of which ranked in the global top 200.

A decade later, some early goals have been met and others have not; some fears 
remain while many have been laid to rest. As is typical of overhyped innovations, 
imagined revolution has given way to evolution. Slowly and steadily, online learn-
ing is transforming postsecondary education around the world, both inside and 
outside the academy, in ways that were not fully anticipated in 2012.
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Online education predates the Year of the MOOC by four decades. In 1971, the 
Open University began to televise courses throughout the United Kingdom. Two 
years later, Jim Gibbons at Stanford conducted fascinating experiments combin-
ing videotaped lectures with live, onsite tutoring, anticipating lessons relearned 
in the MOOC era.3 Education scholar Linda Harasim is often credited with offer-
ing the first fully online, for-credit university course in 1986 (accessed primitive-
ly by dial-up modems over landline telephone infrastructure), although Harasim 
herself identifies numerous precursors elsewhere between 1981 and 1986.4 The 
University of Phoenix began offering fully online bachelor’s and master’s degrees 
just three years later, and other for-profit organizations, as well as nonprofits, fol-
lowed shortly after. A decade later, at the turn of the millennium, top-tier univer-
sities entered the arena, offering single courses via streaming video, but Fathom 
(Columbia), E-Cornell, and AllLearn (a joint venture of Oxford, Stanford, and 
Yale) failed to achieve scale or commercial viability. In 2008, a new venture, 2tor 
(later renamed 2U), developed a platform for hosting online degrees offered by es-
tablished universities such as the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and 
the University of Southern California, and received a share of tuition revenue for 
supplying the technology, assisting with course production, and recruiting stu-
dents–chiefly through paid advertising. 

By the Year of the MOOC, there were 7 million students enrolled in at least one 
online course through a U.S. university, and 1.5 million enrolled in fully online de-
gree programs.5 Most online degree programs charged tuition fees comparable to 
those paid by students on campus, and enrollment was typically less than enroll-
ment in counterpart programs on campus. The MOOC promised something rad-
ically new and different–famous professors from top universities, massive scale, 
and low cost. For the first time, institutions of higher education could imagine 
achieving high quality, wide access, and affordability in the same offering. 

Such imagining was possible only because MOOCs, unlike most online degree 
programs then and now, did not require the presence of a live instructor. Students 
watched videos, took quizzes and tests, and worked on collaborative projects with 
each other asynchronously, which meant that the same course could reach large 
numbers in different time zones at low cost per student. Asynchronous courses 
and degree programs built upon them had the potential to increase the number 
of students reached by a single faculty member from tens or hundreds to tens or 
hundreds of thousands, or more.

In this essay, I hope to shed light on the current and future impact of online 
learning on global higher education. To do this, I will begin by asking two ques-
tions about the demand for online postsecondary education: 1) who are the learn-
ers? and 2) what do they want to learn? The answers are surprising, especially to 
faculty and administrators in traditional higher education. I will also discuss who 
is supplying educational content online, how it is delivered, and whether it is effec-
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tive. Finally, I will offer a perspective on two further questions: 1) can online edu-
cation serve the learning needs of the global workforce in an era of rapid techno-
logical progress? and 2) can online education help universities around the world in 
their quest for the holy grail of high quality, accessibility, and affordability?

In 2012, the conversation among U.S. academics assumed that the audience for 
MOOCs would be pre-college or college-age students, principally residing in 
the United States. But, contrary to expectations, a 2015 Coursera survey re-

vealed that only 11 percent of surveyed learners were under age 22, just under half 
were 22–45 years old, and the balance were over 45 years old.6 And the learner 
population was, and remains, overwhelmingly international. By the end of 2022, 
only 21 percent of Coursera’s learners resided in North America. The rest were 
distributed around the world: 32 percent in Asia, 18 percent in Latin America, 17 
percent in Europe, and 10 percent in the Middle East and Africa. Apart from the 
United States (19 percent) and India (16 percent), no single country has more than 
10 percent of the learners on the platform.7 These demographics have profound 
implications for the future of higher education. They demonstrate that the princi-
pal consequence of putting courses online has not been to transform teaching and 
learning on campus, but rather to extend the reach of universities beyond custom-
ary geographic and demographic boundaries to millions of learners around the 
world beyond the normal age of university students.

It is worth dwelling on this point. There are 19 million students enrolled in in-
stitutions of higher education in the United States and approximately 250 million 
enrolled worldwide. Enrollment in online courses will come to dwarf these num-
bers. By the end of 2022, Coursera alone had 118 million registered learners, grow-
ing at an annual rate of 22 percent. Putting university courses on Zoom during the 
early years of the COVID-19 pandemic to meet the needs of on-campus students 
was a transient accommodation. Reaching hundreds of millions who are not cur-
rently enrolled in higher education is a revolution. 

In the early days at Coursera, the entire staff assembled weekly for updates from 
the leadership team. At the close of each meeting, one of the employees would re-
late a “learner story.” More than any quantitative evidence, these stories drove 
home the extraordinary impact of online courses on learners outside the tradition-
al reach of higher education. One moving example was the story of an unemployed 
taxi driver in Tennessee who–after losing his home, being abandoned by his fami-
ly, and suffering from depression–took an online writing course that gave him the 
confidence to enroll in a nearby state university, complete a degree, and get a job as 
a writer. Another was the story of a woman in Bangladesh who, after escaping from 
an abusive husband and fleeing to another city, took online business courses that 
prepared her to open what became a successful bakery. These are only two students 
among many whose lives were transformed by access to online education.
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In the Year of the MOOC, as universities rushed to sign on with Coursera and 
edX, their faculty and administrators assumed that a large audience would 
be available for courses across a wide range of subject matters in the liber-

al arts and sciences. Enrollments were widely distributed and remain so. But in 
2013, once Coursera began to charge learners for certificates of successful com-
pletion, courses imparting job-relevant skills in business, technology, and data 
science produced over 80 percent of its revenue. A year later, when Coursera and 
edX began offering sequences of courses from university partners, these skewed 
heavily toward practical subjects in business, technology, and data science. At the 
same time, Udacity abandoned its efforts in general education and concentrated 
its courses and “nanodegrees” entirely on computer science and data science. Re-
flecting these developments, Coursera’s survey of fifty-two thousand course com-
pleters in 2015 found that “educational benefit” was the principal motivation for 
28 percent of those surveyed while “career benefit” motivated 52 percent.8 

The early MOOC platforms’ experience with vocationally oriented learners 
was paralleled by the emergence of scores, if not hundreds, of start-ups offering 
“microcredentials” through live “coding bootcamps” as well as online instruc-
tion in computer skills. None has achieved the scale of the MOOC platforms, but 
some have partnered successfully with universities to offer instruction on cam-
puses. Microcredentials–a category that includes certificates of completion of 
MOOCs and multicourse sequences–have become a labor-market currency, espe-
cially in the technology sector. Jobseekers list these credentials on their resumes 
and LinkedIn profiles, and recruiters pay attention to them. 

In 2016, a study of three thousand candidates for software engineering jobs 
found that completing Coursera and Udacity courses was the single best indicator 
of success in technical interviews.9 In a more recent survey, 86 percent of employ-
ers agreed that microcredentials strengthened a candidate’s job application, and 
74 percent believed that earning such credentials improved a candidate’s ability to 
perform well in an entry-level position.10

Career-oriented courses and programs–especially those focused on the ac-
quisition of business, computing, and data science skills–remain the principal 
source of enrollment and revenue for online providers. In 2022, they accounted 
for three-quarters of Coursera’s 39 million enrollments. Nonetheless, liberal arts 
subjects continue to flourish online. Of the sixteen Coursera courses with over one 
million cumulative enrollments, seven are liberal arts courses spanning the disci-
plines of psychology, neuroscience, economics, English, and Asian languages.

Universities hoping to reach off-campus audiences can post courses on 
their own websites or YouTube channels, and can also partner with a 
third-party platform to gain the advantages of potentially larger enroll-

ments, likely lower costs of attracting those enrollments, and technology that 
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supports a more interactive and personalized learning experience. After the Year 
of the MOOC, dozens of platforms emerged to work with universities to offer sin-
gle courses and/or collections of courses (specializations, nanodegrees, micro-
master’s, and other certificate programs). Among these were Future Learn in the 
United Kingdom, FUN in France, Swayyam and Simplilearn in India, and Chinese 
University MOOC (previously known as I-Course), Xuetang X, and CNMOOC in 
China.11 Universities seeking to offer accredited degree programs, certificates, 
or executive education programs online can provide them on their own websites 
or use a third-party platform such as 2U, Noodle, and Coursera (each based in 
the United States), or a number of strong competitors in India such as UpGrad,  
Eruditus, or Great Learning. In all these cases, the courses, programs, and degrees 
carry the university’s brand name. Some faculty have operated independently of 
their institutions by authoring their own courses on platforms such as Udemy or 
Teachable.

Online postsecondary instruction is not limited to the offerings of universi-
ties or freelance university faculty. Well before the Year of the MOOC, Skillsoft,  
Lynda.com, and others offered video libraries of short courses on business topics 
over the internet, taught chiefly by instructors with industry expertise but no ac-
ademic affiliation. When the MOOCs revealed the enormous latent demand for 
job-related skills acquisition in business, technology, and data science, the field 
exploded. Hundreds of start-ups in the United States, Europe, India, and China 
began to offer courses and certificate programs in computing and data science 
taught by industry experts, wholly online or in hybrid format. Udacity was a pio-
neer in this movement. It pivoted from Stanford professors to industry experts as 
instructors as early as 2013. By 2016, even Coursera had begun to offer specializa-
tions and certificate programs under the sponsorship of leading companies such 
as Google in technology and PricewaterhouseCoopers in business. By the end of 
2022, it had over 110 industry partners offering job-relevant courses alongside 
more than 185 universities providing education in both academic and professional 
subject matter. When a professor at the University of Michigan offers his #1-rated 
course on introductory programming in Python through Coursera, he is compet-
ing not only with courses offered by other professors on edX or Coursera, as well 
as industry experts on Udacity, Udemy, Skillshare, Great Courses, Codeacademy, 
and Data Camp, but also with courses offered by Google, IBM, and Meta experts 
on the Coursera platform. 

The ecosystem has continued to expand. By the end of 2022, there were at least 
256 companies offering online or hybrid instruction in either postsecondary aca-
demic subjects or workforce skill development. One-third of these companies are 
based in North America, 23 percent in Europe, 16 percent in Latin America, and 
10 percent in South Asia, with the balance divided evenly among Southeast Asia, 
Australia, the Middle East and North Africa, and Sub-Saharan Africa.12
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No one claims that an asynchronous, large-scale class can replicate the 
learning experience of the live, on-campus seminar involving a professor 
and ten to fifteen students. In such a setting, an excellent teacher can help 

a student master far more than the subject matter. Students learn how to form and 
defend an argument, and how to find flaws in the arguments of others. In short, 
students develop, through regular practice, the ability to think critically and inde-
pendently. To date, this experience has not been replicated online at scale. Holding 
a synchronous online discussion with twelve people can produce all or most of the 
educational benefits of a physical classroom, but without realizing the access and 
affordability benefits associated with large-scale MOOCs.

The small seminar focused on developing the capacity for critical thinking is 
not, however, the norm in on-campus higher education worldwide. Lecture cours-
es focused on content mastery account for a much larger share of enrollment. And 
there is evidence that asynchronous, scalable online courses produce better mas-
tery of content than live lecture courses. Perhaps the most careful study of the sub-
ject was undertaken by physicist David E. Pritchard at MIT, who found through 
pre- and posttesting using edX technology that learning gains in his introductory 
physics MOOC exceeded those in the traditional, live introductory physics lecture 
courses studied earlier by physicist Richard R. Hake, although they fell short of 
the learning gains realized in courses using interactive pedagogy.13 Moreover, the 
learning gains experienced by the 1,080 study participants in Pritchard’s MOOC 
did not differ significantly across cohorts defined by educational background.14 

Why might learning be more effective in asynchronous online courses than 
in traditional live lecture courses? First, many studies have shown that retention 
improves dramatically by breaking lectures into short segments and interjecting 
quizzes at regular intervals of six to ten minutes, a standard feature of Coursera 
and edX courses. Such practices have long been recommended for live teaching, 
but they remain far from universal. Second, several online platforms offer learn-
ers the opportunity to vary the instructor’s speed of delivery from one half to dou-
ble the number of words per minute–helping learners who are having difficulty 
and preventing those who find the material easy from becoming bored. Third, on-
line platforms typically have a replay button, so learners who fail an in-video quiz, 
or who otherwise have difficulty understanding the first time through, can watch 
a video segment again and again until the material is understood. Fourth, some 
platforms–Coursera among them–employ algorithms to detect learners having 
difficulty and guide them to review relevant earlier segments of the course. Fifth, 
some courses, especially those in the computer science and data science domains, 
weave interactive exercises throughout the lectures, enabling students to master 
concepts through practical application.

These observations about the effectiveness of online learning help to explain 
some of the reactions of teachers and students who were forced to go online 
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during the COVID-19 pandemic. In general, teachers found interactive seminar 
classes worked better online than they expected, while lectures fared worse. The 
first of these impressions is understandable: conversation tended to work reason-
ably well in classes small enough to fit everyone on a single Zoom screen, even if 
the experience did not fully replicate the chemistry of live classroom interaction. 
The second impression is also understandable: given the overnight switch from 
the classroom to Zoom, most instructors were unaware of what had been learned 
about teaching lecture classes effectively online, and they simply replicated what 
they did in the classroom. Uninterrupted lectures of fifty or seventy-five minutes 
did not hold the attention of online learners who might otherwise have been mes-
merized by the live presence of a charismatic lecturer. Moreover, in synchronous 
online lectures, students lacked the advantages of slowing the instructor down, or 
hitting the replay button, or receiving algorithmically driven guidance when they 
were confused. Some of the deficit of synchronous online lectures can be mitigat-
ed by recording them and making them available for replay.15 

For many students, particularly those in residential universities, moving class-
es online was unpopular, because they were deprived of live interaction with fel-
low classmates as well as the instructor. Overall, however, student reaction was 
positive. A survey published in April 2021 found that 73 percent of students would 
like to take some fully online courses in the future.16 Many working adults attend-
ing late afternoon or evening classes at community colleges or state universities 
embraced online learning because it brought the benefit of eliminating a com-
mute after the workday. 

Recent advances in artificial intelligence, and especially radical breakthroughs 
in natural language–processing algorithms, promise quantum improvement in 
the effectiveness of online learning, but the inaccuracy of forecasts in the Year of 
the MOOC cautions against offering predictions with any confidence in the Year 
of ChatGPT.

A major surprise of the last decade is that online education has had a more 
profound impact on the labor market than on university campuses. Tech-
nological and demographic factors have created unprecedented demand 

for job-relevant training, and online instruction has provided a low-cost solution 
that has already reached significant scale, with the potential to grow ten- or one 
hundredfold in the years ahead.

Since the advent of distributed computing in the 1980s, digital technologies 
have spread across virtually every job and profession. Technology has created en-
tirely new categories of jobs (for example, data scientists), changed the mix of 
skills required for most jobs (such as auto mechanics), and rendered many jobs ob-
solete (including telephone switchboard operators). Numerous studies document 
the shifts in demand for labor across job categories and skill requirements, and 
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most project substantial further change in the years ahead.17 These technology- 
induced changes in the demand for labor have been exacerbated in the United 
States and other developed countries by declining working-age populations–a 
joint consequence of long-term decline in birth rates, decreased legal immigra-
tion, and retirement of the large “baby boomer” generation. Among the conse-
quences of these trends are substantial shortages of labor in job categories where 
demand is growing and technical skills are required, and a pool of unemployed or 
underemployed workers whose jobs have been replaced or substantially altered 
by technology. The solution to this problem is accessible, affordable skills training 
to prepare workers, from entry-level to midcareer, to fill vacancies in new or sub-
stantially altered job categories, or to retrain them for employment in established 
job categories.

At the entry level, this need for job-relevant skills acquisitions is well-met in 
countries with strong vocational education or apprenticeship programs, such as 
Germany, Sweden, Switzerland, and Singapore, but much less well-met by U.S. 
community colleges that are underresourced and torn between providing stu-
dents with technical training and a pathway to four-year colleges. Online instruc-
tion is beginning to fulfill this need with microcredentials, in some instances inte-
grated into community college curricula. Such credentials vary widely in quality 
and likely will not flourish without some mechanism for accreditation and ac-
countability. But some offerings seem promising. Google, for example, offers five 
entry-level certificate programs that run six to eight months and train entry-level 
IT support staff, data analysts, project managers, user experience designers, and 
digital marketing specialists. These and more than twenty-five other entry-level  
certificate programs designed by leading companies (Meta, IBM, Intuit, Sales-
force, and others) are available for just $39 or $49 per month on the Coursera plat-
form. By the end of 2022, nearly 6 million learners had enrolled in entry-level cer-
tificate programs. 

Providing low-cost, effective, and at-scale training and retraining for midcareer 
workers has been an elusive goal of many governments for decades, while most 
companies have focused their training resources on “onboarding” new employ-
ees rather than “upskilling” to help employees move up the ladder, or “reskilling”  
to assist workers in switching jobs, or adapting to changing skill requirements in 
their current jobs. Increasingly, however, companies are incorporating online re-
sources into their training programs to upskill and reskill their employees, and 
governments are relying upon them for use in retraining the unemployed or un-
deremployed in need of new skills. Leading online platforms such as Udemy, 
Coursera, Pluralsight, InStride, Degreed, and Guild Education have emerged to 
meet these needs in recent years, alongside earlier suppliers of shortform videos 
such as Skillsoft and LinkedIn Learning (formerly Lynda.com). Pluralsight, which 
is focused on digital skills training, claims to serve 70 percent of Fortune 500 com-
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panies, and over 18,000 business customers in all. Coursera serves nearly 4,000 
business customers, and it also supports over 430 workforce training programs 
for governments in over 100 countries. Workforce training provides a substantial 
opportunity for higher education to expand its reach and social impact. Although 
one might expect Coursera’s industry partners to dominate its skills training ac-
tivities, universities account for 44 percent of course enrollments by learners sub-
scribed through companies or government agencies. 

Because companies value online offerings for ease of use, low cost, and a cur-
ricular breadth impossible to replicate in-house, their use is likely to continue to 
grow rapidly, especially in imparting digital and technical skills.18 Live training 
will not disappear. It is still the medium of choice for developing company culture, 
teamwork, and other “soft skills,” as well as for satisfying the desire of senior ex-
ecutives for “high-touch” contact with professors from leading business schools.

The experience of early and midcareer learners of relatively low education-
al attainment has somewhat modified the optimistic conclusion of early studies 
finding learning gains at all educational levels. Government agencies and non-
profits offering workforce development programs have found that unemployed 
and underemployed learners do not flourish in a purely independent, asynchro-
nous learning environment. Some degree of regular interaction with live teachers 
or mentors improves their performance. In response, a host of new start-ups have 
emerged to provide the “hands-on” contact with users of high-quality asynchro-
nous online courses and certificate programs.19 Perhaps the new AI technologies 
will enable realization of the benefits of this kind of personalized support at great-
er scale and lower cost.

It is well known that the cost of higher education rises faster than inflation. But 
why? Two distinguished Princeton economists, William Baumol and William 
Bowen, provided the explanation of this persistent phenomenon more than 

a half-century ago.20 They did so with reference to the performing arts, but the 
same logic applies to education. 

The idea is simple. Productivity (the amount of output per worker) tends to 
increase over time in many sectors of the economy. The production of a gigabyte 
of computer memory requires only a miniscule fraction of the labor that was re-
quired forty years ago. Consequently, the price of computer memory has declined. 
By contrast, there is no productivity growth at all in chamber music. Labor input 
(a quartet, for example) stays constant over time, and, unless the size of the con-
cert hall grows, output (in the form of tickets sold) also remains constant over 
time. Since inflation is just an average of all price changes in the economy, pric-
es in sectors with high-productivity growth will rise more slowly than inflation, 
while prices in sectors with low-productivity growth (such as the performing arts)  
will rise faster than inflation.
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The dynamics are no different in higher education. If the average number of 
students in a seminar remains fifteen, average enrollment in lecture courses re-
mains 100 students, and a faculty member’s teaching load does not increase, the 
cost of educational services and the resulting prices (tuition and fees) will rise 
faster than inflation. There is only one way to reverse this tendency: the produc-
tivity of the university’s scarcest resource–its faculty–must increase.

Herein lies the promise of online education: it can provide at least a partial 
cure for the Baumol-Bowen “cost disease.”21 By increasing the number of stu-
dents a faculty member teaches, the incremental revenue from online instruction 
can help moderate the rise of on-campus tuition, while also supporting financial 
aid and other university investments.

Further, online education can be priced well below the potentially unsustain-
able level of on-campus tuition. In 2014, Georgia Tech priced its pioneering OMSCS 
(Online Master’s of Science in Computer Science) degree at $6,800, an 83 percent 
discount from its on-campus program. Coursera quickly followed this example, 
pricing its degrees well below comparable on-campus programs. Although many 
universities still price at on-campus levels, 2U, the largest of the online degree plat-
forms, began to discount the degrees of some of its partners after it acquired edX 
in 2021. The benefits of low-cost online degree programs are beginning to accrue 
globally. By the end of 2022, eleven of the twenty universities offering degrees on 
Coursera were located outside the United States–in the United Kingdom, France, 
Italy, India, Australia, Mexico, Colombia, Chile, and Peru. 

A decade ago, faculties in the United States and Western Europe feared that 
MOOCs created by top-tier universities might become widely used as a substitute 
for the professorate in the rest of academia, and the prospects facing graduate stu-
dents seeking academic employment, already grim in many disciplines, would be-
come even grimmer. It still seems unlikely that this will happen any time soon on 
U.S. and European campuses. But consider the question from the perspective of a 
country like India, with 37 million university students in 2020 and a declared pol-
icy objective of doubling the gross enrollment ratio by 2035. Given the growth rate 
of the population, this objective of the government’s National Educational Poli-
cy would require an enormous investment in faculty, staff, and brick-and-mortar  
facilities. The goal is almost certainly unattainable without the use of scalable on-
line resources.

Coursera began licensing courses created by its university partners to a few uni-
versities in India, Central Asia, and the Middle East as a pilot project in 2016. After 
the formal launch of Coursera for Campus in 2019, when the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic disrupted teaching and learning around the globe, Coursera respond-
ed by offering its entire catalog, free of charge, to any accredited universities that 
desired access. After the emergency protocols of the pandemic were dropped, 
Coursera resumed charging universities very modest licensing fees. At the end of 
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2022, 437 universities were subscribers, and 88 universities (nearly all in develop-
ing countries) were offering credit for Coursera courses created by leading univer-
sities. Some institutions supplemented the imported credit-bearing courses with 
resident faculty facilitation. Others offered them stand-alone. 

In the Year of the MOOC, the educational activities of nearly all the world’s 
leading universities were no different than they had been fifty years before. Insti-
tutions offered high-quality undergraduate and graduate degree programs to full-
time students on campus. Over the next fifty years, their educational mission will 
expand. Universities will offer online bachelor’s and master’s degree programs, 
online courses for credit on campus and off, courses and degrees for enterprises 
and government workforce-development programs, and courses for universities 
in developing countries enabling expanded accessibility and improved quality. A 
university’s “students” will no longer be concentrated among those between eigh-
teen and thirty years of age. Entry-level and midcareer workers and professionals 
seeking career advancement, or wishing to change careers, will turn to universi-
ties to enhance their skills, and lifelong learners will enjoy access to liberal arts 
courses well into retirement. The social impact of universities will be greater than 
ever before, as hundreds of millions of learners around the world will have life-
long engagement with high-quality education, and access to opportunities that 
they never imagined possible.
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Minerva: The Intentional University

Teri A. Cannon & Stephen M. Kosslyn

Minerva University is a pioneering educational institution established in 2012 with 
the goal of redefining liberal arts education for the twenty-first century. Address-
ing widespread concerns about the effectiveness of traditional higher education, 
Minerva adopts first principles thinking in its pedagogy, emphasizing practical 
knowledge, active learning, and global exposure. The curriculum is constructed 
around two distinct types of learning objectives, Habits of Mind and Foundational 
Concepts, which ensures that students develop critical leadership and problem-solving  
skills. Leveraging advanced technology and a science-based understanding of learn-
ing, the university supports a diverse and international student body through a glob-
al rotation model. Students live and work in up to seven different cities around the 
world. Minerva’s outcomes, including high graduation rates and alumni success, at-
test to its effectiveness and suggest that its innovative approaches can serve as a model 
for educational reform.

Minerva University’s origins date back to 2012, when the founders took 
a fresh perspective and considered what a liberal arts education for 
the twenty-first century should provide. At that time, deep concerns 

about the quality and effectiveness of higher education had been raised, including 
in surveys of employers who found college graduates unprepared for work; low 
completion rates at all but the most prestigious universities, coupled with heavy 
student debt; and increased rates of access to higher education without success 
for underserved students. The value of a college education was being questioned 
at the same time that more access to it was being provided. For-profit open-access 
colleges were seeing massive growth, which raised questions about how to protect 
consumers without stifling innovation.

At this dynamic moment, Minerva set out to reinvent the aspects of under-
graduate university education that no longer fit the times and needs of society. 
Minerva is something new in higher education, not just because it was a Silicon 
Valley–based start-up initially funded with venture capital financing, but also be-
cause it was designed according to first principles (that is, specific foundational  
propositions and assumptions). At the time, Minerva’s founders realized that 
most traditional universities were not acknowledging or responding to the educa-
tional demands of an increasingly complex world. The founders saw the need for 
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individuals who have the knowledge and intellectual skills to solve complex prob-
lems and make good decisions, who are global and interdisciplinary in approach 
and perspective, and who are from diverse cultural and socioeconomic back-
grounds. Minerva provides a model of a different way to create and operate a uni-
versity with low costs, access to qualified students, a student-centered approach, 
goal-driven methods, and outstanding results for alumni as measured by learn-
ing and postgraduate outcomes. Advances in our understanding of how students 
learn–and in the use of technology to improve, assess, and deepen learning– 
were also key components of the design.

Minerva’s initial model emphasized reinventing the curriculum to focus on 
“practical knowledge,” basing pedagogy on the science of learning, educating 
students from across the world and sending them on a global rotation program, 
fostering impactful student experiences outside of class, and implementing a 
new faculty and staff model. Minerva Project, the for-profit entity that was fund-
ing this work, partnered with the Keck Graduate Institute (KGI) to establish the 
“Minerva Schools at KGI.” Under this agreement, Minerva’s educational pro-
gram was offered by KGI and overseen by its president and board as one of three 
schools within the graduate institute. KGI is a private non-profit entity that offers 
graduate programs in the life and health sciences and is one of the seven Clare-
mont Colleges in California. This “incubation” partnership enabled the Minerva 
Schools to start as an accredited program, a prerequisite to attracting the kind of 
well-qualified students, faculty, and staff needed for a new, innovative, and rigor-
ous educational experience.

In 2019, the non-profit and tax-exempt Minerva Institute took over the fund-
ing of the educational programs and began preparing for the Minerva Schools to 
gain accreditation separate from KGI. In June 2021, Minerva University was ac-
credited by the Western Association of Schools and Colleges Senior College and 
University Commission. Since its inception twelve years ago, Minerva has contin-
uously refined all aspects of its model while retaining the fundamentals that went 
into the initial plans.

Many aspects of Minerva have proven to be highly effective and endur-
ing, beginning with its selection and orientation of students. Minerva 
designed its own methods for identifying and attracting qualified stu-

dents, screening applicants, and preparing them for a rigorous academic curricu-
lum and a global rotation. Although Minerva has refined its outreach process over 
the years, it continues to focus on finding high-performing high school graduates 
from all over the world who are eager to try a new way of learning, be part of a glob-
ally diverse community, and study in many countries. Students who want to expe-
rience a conventional campus with sororities, fraternities, or athletic programs are 
quickly filtered out. Admissions screening involves review of high school trans- 
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cripts, a set of Minerva-developed “challenges” that cover both cognitive and 
noncognitive skills, proctored writing exercises, and a portfolio of student work 
and achievements beyond required academic work. Screening and orientation 
also include extensive interviewing with students and their families; online 
discussions and events with faculty, staff, and current students; practice in mock 
classes using the Minerva Project’s proprietary online learning platform; and 
weekends spent with first-year students to simulate the academic experience. 
This comprehensive approach to attracting, selecting, and preparing students 
seems to work well: nearly all first-year students continue to the second year, with 
a first-year attrition rate of about 5 percent.

Another effective and enduring aspect is Minerva’s curriculum, which is driv-
en by first principles that focus on providing the knowledge and skills students 
need to become leaders, creators, problem-solvers, and innovators in the twenty- 
first century. At the outset of their studies, students take four rigorous “corner-
stone courses” that constitute a highly structured general education program. 
These year-long courses are centered on two types of learning objectives: hab-
its of mind (skills that should become automatic with practice) and foundational 
concepts (fundamental concepts that can be built upon). Together, these objec-
tives are referred to as HCs. All students take the same four cornerstone courses. 
Following this, they choose a major (along with one or more concentrations and 
courses in other majors); some choose to double major.

The ways this curricular model plays out are exemplified by the experience of 
two highly successful alumni. One student from the European Union–who has 
lived in several countries, speaks multiple languages, and now works for the United  
Nations–valued the opportunity to take courses in several disciplines. He also ap-
preciated not having to select a major and concentrations in his first year of study. 
He found the HCs to be a great educational innovation well matched to his natural 
curiosity. Similarly, an alumnus from East Asia, who is graduating from a presti-
gious law school in May 2024, reported that she used the concepts from the cor-
nerstone courses throughout her studies and in law school. 

Even though students live together, all classes are small seminars that are taught 
synchronously online using the Minerva Forum, Minerva Project’s proprietary, 
custom-built software system that facilitates active learning. This approach re-
lies on the mutual interaction of three factors. First, the content is intentionally 
designed to achieve specific learning objectives. Second, the pedagogy is specif-
ically designed to use active learning to help students master that content. Such 
learning requires students to engage in activities like debates, role playing games, 
and problem solving. The third factor is technology designed to facilitate the ped-
agogy and the assessment of student learning. This technology plays a key role 
in recording and providing data about student behavior and performance. These 
data, in turn, become part of a feedback loop that is used to improve all three fac-
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tors. The university’s pedagogy and technology are informed by the science of 
learning, which guides how both are developed and refined.

In addition, classroom learning is integrated with experiential learning, which 
takes place as students engage in applied projects in cities around the world. These 
projects draw and build on what they studied in class. An early alum who cofound-
ed an organization that promotes educational innovation and technology cited 
the chance to lead groups, be entrepreneurial, and learn to think from multiple 
interdisciplinary perspectives as key benefits. Even though he sometimes found 
achieving the right balance difficult, the experience of doing different kinds of ap-
plied learning, while having to prioritize academics and projects, prepared him 
well for life after Minerva. Another alum, an aspiring journalist, felt like she did 
not get a break for the entire four years, surviving on five hours of sleep and lots 
of coffee and ramen. Yet she also excelled by being proactive and staying ahead in 
all her classes.

Minerva faculty members are committed to teaching. Although they are 
encouraged to do research, publish academic papers and books, and 
present on their work (especially research on learning), faculty mem-

bers are evaluated on their teaching, contributions to continued innovation at 
Minerva, and impact on the Minerva community. After their first year, faculty 
members work on three-year contracts, which are renewed only if they have prov-
en to be effective teachers. However, they are not simply dropped in the deep end 
and expected to swim. Not only do faculty members participate at the outset in an 
extensive orientation to train them to teach with “fully active learning” methods, 
but every class is recorded, and the recordings are used to provide faculty with 
feedback on their teaching to help them improve.

Because all Minerva classes are seminars, faculty walk a fine line between al-
lowing students to explore while also keeping them focused on the learning ob-
jectives. One professor found that he loved not having to lecture and enjoyed the 
process of nudging students in seminars so that they addressed the learning goals. 
He found it particularly gratifying when students would spontaneously lead the 
discussion in productive directions, minimizing his role.

Minerva is also committed to helping students become self-sufficient and 
resilient, as well as preparing them to use their education to benefit the world. 
They work and live together in cohorts of about one hundred fifty students. Min-
erva provides support for mental health and other related services, coaches in 
their first year, and intensive advising to help them as they develop and identi-
fy their purpose and life goals. Minerva staff help students find summer intern-
ships, research positions, and volunteer work that will prepare them to achieve 
their professional goals, and Minerva provides them with lifetime services as they 
move through their careers. Given Minerva’s emphasis on solving complex prob-
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lems and contributing to the world, it is fitting that most students engage in proj-
ects that help them forge a path ahead after graduation. The alum who is gradu-
ating from law school this year confided that she struggled in a philosophy class 
and sought support from the professor, who helped her learn how to organize her 
thinking more systematically and serves as a mentor and guide to this day. Another 
alum, who is now a journalist, got extensive advice from the coaching and talent 
development team on career exploration. They also used every opportunity to 
treat curricular and extracurricular projects as investigative journalism.

In developing students’ values and attitudes, Minerva leans into its mission to 
“nurture critical wisdom for the sake of the world.” It places special value on an 
applicant’s commitment to do something to make the world a better place. Sev-
eral of the HCs (that is, the learning objectives of habits of mind and foundational 
concepts), which students learn during their first year, focus on ethics and social 
responsibility. These objectives are reinforced during the four years of study. Also 
in the first year, students engage in a civic project, working with a diverse team of 
peers to present solutions to a vexing problem identified by a sponsoring organi-
zation. Students also develop an understanding of Minerva’s integrated learning 
outcomes (ILOs). These ILOs are reinforced across the four years students spend 
at the university. They include listening and empathizing, making a positive con-
tribution, treating everyone with respect, engaging in civil dialogue, recognizing 
their own biases, exercising cultural humility and awareness, and improving the 
lives of others. Along with these objectives and outcomes, students are expected to 
engage in volunteer work and civic projects throughout all four years. Postgraduate  
results attest to alumni’s strong commitment to continued work and further stud-
ies that contribute to the common good.

Minerva set out to be a global institution by intentionally building a student 
body, faculty, and staff that now represent more than one hundred countries. 
Moreover, Minerva created a global rotation to six cities outside the United States 
(currently Seoul, Hyderabad, Berlin, Buenos Aires, Taipei, and London), where 
students spend one semester in each city. We understood that teaching students 
to solve the world’s most complex problems requires interdisciplinary and glob-
ally diverse teams, and the ability to see problems from multiple perspectives. 
Students greatly value the global experience and often work after graduation in 
cross-cultural teams, global organizations, or countries different than their coun-
try of origin.

When we ask graduating students what they valued most about Minerva, they 
often cite the global community of friends and colleagues they were part of, and 
the experience of having lived and learned in multiple cities, developing a glob-
al perspective and an appreciation of different cultures. However, some students 
have found the global rotation challenging and exhausting. Alumni sometimes 
cite the frequent moves to a new city and related travel requirements to be stress-
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ful. Nevertheless, nearly all complete the global rotation and view it as an extra-
ordinary learning experience. One alumnus who is starting a job working on 
global climate change utilized counseling and psychological services to get him 
through rough spots. In fact, about 50 percent of students take advantage of these 
services at some time during their first year. 

We learned a lot in the process of implementing the ideas behind Miner-
va. When we discovered that some feature or practice was not working 
well, we quickly took steps to revise it. In what follows, we note cases 

in which we identified areas for improvement and development, along with how 
we responded. One overall observation: students who are the most successful, 
both academically and in terms of their personal trajectory and growth, are those 
who really believe in the Minerva model, who lean into the opportunities for 
learning, who develop close relationships within the Minerva community, and 
who get the most out of the global rotation. One other attribute is also connected 
to these positive outcomes: the extent to which the student plots out their own 
Minerva journey, identifying their purpose, setting early goals, and building their 
portfolio of experiences toward their chosen objectives.

This drive and the confidence that a Minerva education engenders have re-
sulted in students starting businesses and nongovernmental organizations and 
getting into some of the most competitive graduate and professional schools in 
the world. The few students who are not well matched to the Minerva model are 
identified quickly, given the small classes and cohort-based community, and leave 
voluntarily within the first semester or two. Some of the mismatched students 
have included one who didn’t like being required to go to class and one who found 
that she did not like taking classes on her computer. A few students early on came 
to Minerva mistakenly thinking they could party heavily, which is not tolerated or 
even feasible with the workload in and out of class.

One problem we identified early was that most instructors seem to gravitate 
toward teaching the way they were taught, which typically involves asking stu-
dents to listen to lectures and write down what the instructor says. Minerva, how-
ever, relies entirely on active learning in small live seminars. Although the basic 
idea of active learning is simple, it is not simple to implement. Part of the issue is 
that active learning depends on having specified clear learning objectives in ad-
vance, which then define the targets of active learning exercises.

In many traditional courses, such clear objectives are not defined, let alone 
used as guides for teaching. Sometimes faculty members struggle with adhering 
to the learning objectives as they conduct their seminars. For example, sometimes 
faculty allow class sessions to veer into tangents, and do not cover all of the mate-
rial that address the learning objectives. Another part of the problem is that facul-
ty sometimes feel that if they aren’t talking, they aren’t teaching. It requires delib-
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erate effort to present and discuss the empirical results that counter this percep-
tion. This did not always work.

The most extreme example of a failure to adjust to the Minerva teaching model 
was a faculty member in the university’s early years who could not resist the temp-
tation to lecture. This resulted in his dominating the sessions with asides, some-
times by dwelling on personal anecdotes that barely touched on Minerva’s learn-
ing objectives. He would not change his approach despite numerous discussions 
and tutorials that he resisted and resented, and he ended up resigning midterm, 
which disrupted the class and required one of the college heads to finish teaching 
his course. Minerva addressed these sorts of challenges by modifying processes 
for hiring to ensure faculty commitment to active learning, by greatly enhancing 
orientation, training, and mentoring of new faculty members, and by developing 
lesson plans for each course that are directed toward students’ mastering the es-
tablished learning objectives for the class.

We have also found that as faculty become more experienced and comfortable 
in the digital classroom, they may sometimes start improvising and drifting from 
the lesson plan. In some cases, this is warranted, such as if students clearly have 
difficulty understanding the material. In other cases, it is not. For example, one 
faculty member loved the idea of making students struggle and then springing a 
“reveal” at the very end of class. This was effective sometimes but was not de-
signed in advance to ensure that the struggle was productive–and often seemed 
intended more to keep the faculty member stimulated than to help students learn. 
Because all classes are recorded and the college heads and other peer mentors re-
view those recordings periodically, we know when instructors consistently devi-
ate from the lesson plans. When that happens, the appropriate head talks to those 
instructors about why we have shared lesson plans and why active learning is im-
portant. One college head reported, “In my experience, this has been a friendly 
conversation where they weren’t trying to go rogue but might have been slipping 
into some old habits or believe the course should be revised and are actually doing 
things that will probably be implemented in a summer revision cycle.”

When they first encounter active learning, many students not only don’t 
like it, they also don’t believe that it’s effective. Like faculty members, 
they are accustomed to a model of mainly listening and taking notes in 

class. However, studies have consistently shown that active learning does produce 
better outcomes than traditional teaching methods. One way to make students 
more comfortable with active learning is to explain at the outset that, although 
they may not believe they are learning much, and would rather be told what they 
need to memorize, active learning will help them learn better. Additionally, they 
will come to enjoy the process of this learning style after they get used to it. Anoth-
er step to address students’ perceptions was to provide extensive opportunities 



282 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Minerva: The Intentional University

for applicants to have active learning experiences on our platform before they en-
rolled. Finally, students receive formative feedback right away, which helps them 
see the effectiveness of this model. In our experience, students adapt well to the 
learning model within the first few weeks of instruction.

All that being said, we have found that some of the principles of active learn-
ing are easier to implement than others. For example, the principle of deep pro-
cessing–which states that people are likely to understand and later recall material 
that they pay attention to and think about in detail (even if they don’t try to learn 
it)–is easy to implement in active learning exercises. In contrast, the principle of 
deliberate practice, which states that learning is enhanced by using feedback to fo-
cus on the most challenging aspects of a task, is harder to implement. In this case, 
the instructor may need to identify a problem that only a particular student has, 
give that student immediate feedback, and then help the student improve–all of 
which is difficult in a group setting.

One challenge we observed early on was the variability in student engagement 
in the global rotation. For example, Betsy (fictional name) ventured out and took 
advantage of the opportunities in the cities, exploring museums, parks, and cheap 
eateries. Her classmate Sam, however, tended to stay close to his dorm room and 
was slow to engage with the local setting. To maximize the value of studying with 
students from all over the world, and going on the global rotation, Minerva estab-
lished its set of integrated learning outcomes, which include one focused on de-
veloping global skills, understanding, and perspective. This outcome along with 
four others guide the programs that support student growth and development.

Specifically, the five integrated learning outcomes are self-management and 
wellness, interpersonal engagement, professional development, civic responsibil-
ity, and intercultural competency. Each area is integrated with the HCs that stu-
dents learn in their academic coursework. After the first few years, Minerva add-
ed a required integrated learning course to give students a structured opportuni-
ty to attend to their growth and development in these areas, including the ability 
to be self-aware and identify aspects for further self-growth. For example, stu-
dents identify cultural biases they may have before they travel to a new country, 
and then assess how they developed during their semester in residence there as 
they leave. This course is a half credit each semester for all four years. The learn-
ing is largely experiential and includes individual self-reflection and collaborative 
activities. Although this course has provided a structure that promotes regular 
reflection and growth, the course is “Pass/No Pass,” and so not all students give 
the course the attention it warrants.

Operating in seven very different countries requires a high degree of skill, 
adaptability, creativity, and persistence. In addition to the practical challenges 
of finding appropriate housing, arranging visas, selecting academic partners, and 
identifying civic projects, we need to be alert to geopolitical matters. Some of the 
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urgent issues that have arisen include threats from North Korea to South Korea, 
fears about Taiwan being attacked by China, and supporting large numbers of 
students from countries at war–like Ethiopia, Ukraine, and Russia. These geo- 
political challenges affect visa policy too. For example, Pakistani students cannot 
get visas to study in India. Some countries do not recognize Bosnia, so a Bosnian 
citizen cannot get a visa to those locations.

We also needed to adapt to how each country responded to the COVID-19 
pandemic (which varied from complete lockdown to expensive quarantines to few 
restrictions). Students experienced unexpected consequences from emergency- 
stage lockdowns, including a group that had to stay in Buenos Aires for many 
months. Two students used that time well and invented a robotic device that 
is now being patented. Minerva’s global model requires a strong local staff to 
support student needs and to lead the programming on the ground, including the 
sponsored “civic projects” that enable students to apply what they are learning 
and work side by side with locals. To address the challenges posed by this aspect of 
Minerva, we have plans and criteria for choosing cities and countries, identifying 
housing and visa pathways, creating consistent week-by-week plans for activities 
in each city, hiring many local staff and training staff, and establishing protocols 
for emergency and crisis management.

Although the model works well, no two cities provide a perfectly comparable 
experience for students. For example, in some cities, Minerva partners with a lo-
cal university that sponsors student visas by enrolling the students. This model, in 
place in two cities, has the advantages of connecting Minerva students with other 
university students in that city and of providing learning opportunities, such as 
research labs and cultural instruction. In countries where Minerva can sponsor 
student visas directly, costs are lower, and staff must develop relationships that 
provide opportunities for exchanges between Minerva students and other univer-
sity students and faculty members.

The efficacy of a Minerva University education is demonstrated by the re-
sults: high retention and graduation rates (about 90 percent, despite the 
demanding academic program and global rotation) and the extraordinary 

achievements of alumni. Among the first four graduating classes, more than 90 
percent graduated with well-defined career goals and have taken steps to advance 
them. Of those graduates, 15 percent have been admitted to prestigious graduate 
and professional schools; another 15 percent started their own ventures; and the 
rest are employed in a variety of jobs related to their studies. Many are working di-
rectly on solving complex global problems. For example, two Minerva graduates 
started a company that deploys new carbon-capture technology in global ship-
ping.1 Another established a global network of educators who are making power-
ful reforms in education (all three alumni were named on the “30 Under 30” list 
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published by Forbes magazine).2 Another Minerva alumnus was named a Rhodes 
Scholar.

Many of the virtues of Minerva are difficult, but not impossible, to imple-
ment at a traditional university. They require a pedagogical shift in the faculty to a 
student-centered, active-learning approach. They also require faculty to become 
comfortable using new technology to teach. And students need to embrace not 
only the active-learning approach, but also an international perspective, which is 
not for everyone. That said, the innovations in pedagogy and assessment of student 
learning have wide applicability and can be integrated into standard curricula– 
especially now, after the emergency stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, when many 
faculty have experience teaching online and can appreciate the value of Minerva’s 
innovations. In addition, institutions seeking to instill a global perspective or “in-
ternationalize” can benefit from the applied and experiential learning model and 
the ways that Minerva builds global understanding, perspective, and citizenship 
among students.

A little more than ten years old, Minerva University will continue to innovate 
while adhering to its student-centered and mission-driven ethos. Building on its 
global and innovative curriculum and teaching methods, the university plans 
to expand its graduate-level offerings in innovative ways and to increase its un-
dergraduate enrollment, while also enhancing the educational experience and 
preparation of students to tackle the world’s challenges. Scaling the model while 
preserving Minerva’s distinctive elements and character is the next phase of its 
development.
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endnotes
 1 Alisha Fredriksson and Roujia Wen founded Seabound, based in London. See “Climate 

Takes The Stage Among This Year’s 30 Under 30 Europe Social Impact Entrepre-
neurs,” Forbes, March 6, 2023, https://www.forbes.com/sites/oliviapeluso/2023/03 
/06/climate-takes-the-stage-among-this-years-30-under-30-europe-social-impact 
-entrepreneurs.

 2 The Transcend Network hosts a six-week program three times a year for founders of 
companies specializing in edtech, connecting those entrepreneurs with other inves-
tors. Alberto Arenaza cofounded The Transcend Network in 2019 after graduating from 
Minerva. See “30 Under 30–Education (2022): Alberto Arenaza,” Forbes, https://www 
.forbes.com/profile/alberto-arenaza (accessed April 22, 2024).
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This essay explores the impact of global university rankings on higher education, 
with a focus on their historical evolution, limitations, and flaws. I examine the det-
rimental consequences associated with manipulating the ranking systems, and their 
resultant financial repercussions, which lead to diminished trust in higher-education 
institutions. I call for a comprehensive evaluation, urging stakeholders–especially  
governments–to recognize the subjectivity and limitations inherent in rankings 
that inform policymaking decisions related to higher education. I propose strategies 
for improvement, such as broadening the criteria used for rankings, and special-
ized rankings that highlight the unique strengths of various types of institutions, like 
public engagement, student satisfaction, diversity, and sustainability. Collabora-
tion could enhance ranking accuracy, while also acknowledging the significance of 
ranking systems in shaping higher-education decisions and policies.

Individuals and organizations use university rankings for various purposes. 
Prospective students and their parents often use them to determine which 
university to attend, while higher-education institutions use them as a bench-

marking tool to evaluate their relative performance in comparison to other col-
leges and universities. Employers may use university rankings to identify top in-
stitutions or departments for recruitment purposes.1 For media outlets, university  
rankings generate interest and increase readership. Government officials use uni-
versity rankings to inform policymaking decisions related to higher education. Fi-
nally, there are those who watch them as a spectator sport.

These rankings, however, have several fundamental flaws and limitations that 
make them an unreliable and subjective tool for evaluating universities. This is a 
consequence of their methodologies, in which narrow and quantifiable metrics, 
such as research output and reputation surveys, are emphasized while other cri-
teria like teaching quality are often disregarded.2 The ranking often fails to ac-
curately reflect the quality and diversity of a university’s programs, faculty, and 
students.

As a result, rankings can perpetuate unequal distribution of resources and op-
portunities as prestigious and large institutions with greater resources often per-
form better in the rankings than newer or underfunded institutions. At the same 
time, rankings might also inflate the quality of a university’s program.3 When the 
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rankings are used to allocate funds or create programs–or cut existing programs 
and defund certain disciplines–significant issues emerge.

On the one hand, policymakers may find rankings useful to identify areas of 
strength and weakness in a country’s higher-education system, which can inform 
resource allocation and policy decisions to improve competitiveness. On the oth-
er hand, rankings may be problematic if they are given too much weight or are 
not based on comprehensive and diverse criteria. Emphasizing research output or 
reputation may overlook important objectives like access and affordability, lead-
ing universities to prioritize the former metrics over the latter.

To enhance the quality and reputation of their institutions and programs, coun-
tries often review and modify their higher-education policies, and international 
rankings play a significant role in shaping these policies worldwide. For example, 
Japan has implemented various initiatives, including their “Top Global University 
Project” in 2014, to support the development of world-class research universities 
and increase the international competitiveness of Japanese universities. In order 
to improve its performance in international university rankings, France has intro-
duced a performance-based funding system and a national strategy for research 
and higher education, including their Investments for the Future program. Germa-
ny’s Excellence Initiative and Russia’s Project 5–100 promote the development of 
world-class research and higher-education institutions in their countries.

China is also among these ambitious countries. A global superpower and ever- 
rising contestant to the United States in many areas, Chinese universities’ rise to 
global prominence was no simple task, yet it was achieved in a spectacular fashion. 
When it comes to rankings, the rise of Chinese universities is, relatively speaking, 
a recent trend. It reflects the rapid development and growth of the Chinese higher- 
education system that shows the enterprising aim of the Chinese government, 
which, over the past decade, has made significant investments in research and de-
velopment. China has increased efforts for international collaborations and re-
cruitment of top faculty, which led to a significant increase in the number of pub-
lications and patents. Naturally, these rapid improvements have translated into an 
impressive (and perhaps unprecedented) performance in international university 
rankings. China is among the top performing countries, having institutions placed 
in the top 100 universities by every major ranking table (and five universities in the 
top 50 of the QS World University Rankings, one of the most well-known global 
ranking lists). Their positions in the rankings demonstrate the country’s growing 
influence and competitiveness in the global higher-education landscape.

Conversely, in recent years, North American and European universities have 
seen a decline in dominance in global higher-education rankings due to such fac-
tors as the rise of new economic powers in Asia and increased investment in high-
er education by other regions of the world. While the U.S. and European univer-
sities may have been slow in responding to this competition, there is no evidence 
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to suggest they did not take the challenges seriously. The emergence of dynam-
ic economic forces in Asia and increased investment in higher education by gov-
ernments around the world have contributed to the decline of U.S. and European 
dominance in global rankings for higher education.

The phenomenon of university rankings is not without controversy. Some 
scholars argue that the university rankings are oversimplified, aiming to measure  
the values that cannot be quantified, and do not (and cannot) accurately reflect the 
quality of an institution.4 Overprioritizing rankings can also create pressure to fo-
cus on factors solely emphasized by the rankings themselves rather than those that 
measure the quality of education provided to students. There are also examples of 
universities manipulating the rankings to advance their positions. Different coun-
tries use international university rankings to inform their higher-education policies 
and set goals for improvement. It is crucial for government officials (and their re-
lated organizations, institutions, and departments) to consider the limitations and 
subjectivity of rankings when using rankings to guide policymaking. 

A clear example of the limitations of using university rankings to inform pol-
icy is evident in the context of immigration. Some governments use university 
rankings to determine eligibility for visas and residence permits. For example, 
the Dutch government only recognizes schools listed in three major international 
rankings tables for its “highly skilled migrant visa,” and the United Kingdom of-
fers a visa for graduates of universities that ranked within the top 50 positions on 
two or more international rankings lists. These rankings, however, are updated an-
nually, making it uncertain if a university will be eligible in subsequent years. For 
instance, alumni from the University of Wisconsin–Madison were eligible for a 
visa in 2020 but not in 2022. This shows how rankings can be useful but unreliable, 
and that other sources of information should supplement their use in decision- 
making. Understanding the history and development of university rankings can 
provide insight into their current significance and future trajectory.

The first example of university rankings can be traced back to psychologist 
James McKeen Cattell (1860–1944), a professor at Columbia University. In 
1910, Cattell published a list of institutions based on the number of eminent 

“men of science” (in the German sense, Wissenschaftler), a term that referred to fac-
ulty who actually conducted research. He measured only the quantity of faculty, 
not the quality of research. His list included the following institutions: 1) Harvard,  
2) Chicago, 3) Columbia, 4) Yale, 5) Cornell, 6) Johns Hopkins, 7) Wisconsin, 8) U.S. 
Geological Survey, 9) Department of Agriculture, 10) MIT, 11) Michigan, 12) Califor-
nia, 13) Carnegie Institute, 14) Princeton, 15) Stanford, 16) Smithsonian, 17) Illinois, 
18) Pennsylvania, 19) Bureau of Standards, and 20) Missouri.5

Harvard had the largest faculty at the time, so it was ranked as the top institution 
since Cattell did not consider the quality or distinction of the faculty. If such factors 
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had been taken into account, other universities may have been ranked differently. 
Clark University, for example, which was known for its highly distinguished facul-
ty, could have been at or near the top of the list. This illustrates the limitations of 
Cattell’s rankings, which were more focused on quantity over quality.

Despite Cattell’s priority, many scholars consider chemist Raymond Molly-
neaux Hughes’s rankings list in 1925 as the first “proper” example of university 
rankings. Following a more comprehensive methodology than Cattell, Hughes 
based his rankings on peer surveys, and measured the reputation of individual de-
partments within universities rather than ranking the universities as a whole.6

The landscape today is quite different. In the past, the peer reputation or num-
ber of distinguished faculty members at an institution was deemed sufficient to 
rank the institution. Currently, there are thousands of institutions, in hundreds of 
different systems, catering to millions of students. It is impossible to rank them 
properly–certainly not simply by counting the number of esteemed faculty mem-
bers or by relying on faculty perceptions. The problem, however, is that the public 
still wants to know which university is “better,” despite the fact that universities 
serve a diverse body of students with a variety of interests. It is not surprising that 
institutions regularly update their websites or promote on social media their posi-
tion in the latest rankings–in fact, though hardly surprising, they often advertise 
their position on lists where they are ranked the highest.

For prospective students, or perhaps scholars, seeing where a certain institu-
tion is ranked might be important. Rankings provide a straightforward list, pur-
porting to identify the best institutions using a range of metrics through a form 
that is often more digestible than complex reports for readers who are already ed-
ucated on a given subject. This simplifies decision-making for all stakeholders, as 
the ranking order in any given list is always clearly defined.

The importance of international university rankings lies in their capaci-
ty to compare schools across different countries, resulting in a clear and 
straightforward list of institutions. Ideally, rankings would foster the ex-

change of best practices, but in reality, they establish a hazardous playing field in 
which elite institutions are privileged. 

There are numerous university rankings published by various organizations all 
around the world, each using its own methodology and criteria. There are, howev-
er, three widely recognized major international rankings: the Times Higher Edu-
cation World University Rankings (THE), the QS World University Rankings (QS), 
and the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), otherwise known as 
Shanghai Rankings.7 Widely followed internationally, these three rankings have 
a significant impact on a university’s reputation and the decisions of students 
globally. One notable exception may be students in the United States. As a higher- 
education powerhouse, and the leading country in pretty much every internation-
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al ranking, the United States has its own prominent university ranking list, the 
U.S. News & World Report Best Colleges Rankings (U.S. News).8 

As a result of the different methodologies used by each ranking, there are clear 
differences in their respective outcomes. While the top 20 institutions are more or 
less the same in each table, with relatively small variations, the disparities become 
increasingly pronounced beyond the top 50. For example, in 2022, the University 
of Minnesota, my alma mater, ranked 44th by ARWU, 86th by THE, and 186th by 
QS! This drastic discrepancy, from 44th in the world to 186th, illustrates the im-
pact of the specific criteria and methodologies used by each ranking system.

What methodologies do these tables use? At the time of writing this essay, THE 
evaluates a university based on thirteen performance indicators that measure a 
university’s research productivity, teaching, citations, international outlook, and 
industry income. It is important to note that the methodology of THE has been 
significantly updated for its 2024 lists to ensure it accurately represents the out-
puts of the diverse range of research-intensive universities worldwide, both pres-
ently and in the future.9 QS determines its world rankings based on six perfor-
mance indicators: academic reputation (40 percent), citations per faculty (20 
percent), faculty-student ratio (20 percent), employer reputation (10 percent), in-
ternational student ratio (5 percent), and international faculty ratio (5 percent). 
Much like THE, QS has introduced more transparency for its 2024 rankings, im-
plementing its largest methodological enhancement so far, introducing three new 
metrics: sustainability, employment outcomes, and international research net-
work.10 ARWU evaluates universities based on six performance indicators that are 
grouped into four categories: quality of education, quality of faculty, research per-
formance, and per capita performance.

In the United States, U.S. News evaluates universities based on seventeen key 
measures across the following categories: graduation and retention rates, social 
mobility, graduation rate performance, undergraduate academic reputation, fac-
ulty resources, student selectivity, financial resources per student, average alum-
ni giving rate, and graduate indebtedness. The weight of each indicator varies, 
with graduation and retention rates receiving the highest weight at 22 percent 
and alumni giving rate receiving the lowest weight at 3 percent. It is important 
to recognize that the categories used in these rankings are self-reported, which 
means the institutions provide the data that the ranking organization uses to 
assign their positions on the list. In another significant update, the latest itera-
tion of U.S. News has introduced new metrics encompassing measures of first- 
generation college student success, postgraduation earnings compared to those 
of high school graduates, and a heightened emphasis on graduation rates among 
students receiving federal Pell Grants. It has also eliminated five metrics from its 
methodology, including class sizes and alumni giving, while preserving others like 
the peer survey.11
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More rankings systems are available to stakeholders, some of which rank 
institutions as a whole, while others focus on specific areas. For exam-
ple, the National Taiwan University (NTU) World University Rankings 

sort universities based on their position in the “Performance Ranking of Scientif-
ic Papers for World Universities,” which evaluates productivity, impact, and ex-
cellence in research. In 2023, NTU listed the top ten universities as: 1) Harvard,  
2) Stanford, 3) University College London, 4) University of Oxford, 5) Universi-
ty of Toronto, 6) Johns Hopkins, 7) University of Washington, Seattle, 8) MIT,  
9) University of Cambridge, and 10) University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.

Similarly, University Ranking by Academic Performance (URAP), produced by 
the Middle East Technical University in Türkiye, ranks universities based on their 
performance in research and academic productivity. Their top ten universities in 
2023 were: 1) Harvard, 2) University of Toronto, 3) University College London, 4) 
University of Oxford, 5) Tsinghua University, 6) Stanford, 7) Zhejiang University, 
8) Université Paris Cité, 9) Shanghai Jiao Tong University, and 10) Johns Hopkins. 

The Leiden Rankings in the Netherlands focus on the scientific impact of uni-
versities as measured by bibliometric indicators, such as the number of publi-
cations, citations, and collaboration networks.12 U-Multirank, produced by the 
European Commission and several European higher-education associations, al-
lows users to compare universities on a variety of indicators, including teaching, 
research, and international orientation.13 Universitas Indonesia’s GreenMetric  
ranking, in operation since 2010, measures the environmental sustainability per-
formance of universities around the world.14 Webometrics, published by the 
Spanish National Research Council, ranks universities based on their online pres-
ence and impact.15 The Washington Monthly College Rankings evaluate colleges 
in the United States based on their contribution to the public good in three areas: 
producing research, promoting social mobility, and encouraging public service.16 

The SCImago Institutions Rankings (SIR) rate academic and research institu-
tions based on their research performance, innovation outputs, and societal im-
pact.17 SIR groups institutions by country and sector, and their ranking is based on 
a five-year period. Their list includes various indicators such as normalized impact, 
excellence with leadership, output, scientific leadership, international collabora-
tion, patents, and societal impact. As it also includes companies and government 
institutions, it is not surprising to see a list that starts with a university followed 
by a company (for example, in the 2023 overall rankings, the Chinese Academy of 
Sciences holds the top spot, with Harvard ranking 4th, Google at 5th, Microsoft at 
20th, and MIT at 31st).

Academic Influence provides university rankings on its website using a unique 
methodology that distinguishes them from others.18 They use machine learning to 
collect and analyze open-source data from publicly available sources like Wikipe-
dia, Crossref, and Semantic Scholar. They argue that their rankings are objective  
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because they occur without human intervention once the data are gathered. In 2023, 
the top ten most influential universities were listed as: 1) Harvard, 2) Columbia,  
3) Chicago, 4) University of California, Berkeley, 5) Yale, 6) MIT, 7) Princeton,  
8) Stanford, 9) University of Michigan, and 10) Cornell.

It is important to note that there is no centralized website or index that ag-
gregates all global university rankings. However, in 2015, geographer Vladimir 
Moskovkin and colleagues proposed a methodology that calculates the Aggregat-
ed Global University Ranking (AGUR) by using machine-learning and mining- 
data algorithms to compare and aggregate positions from various global rank-
ings.19 In 2019, the University of New South Wales in Sydney developed the Ag-
gregate Ranking of Top Universities (ARTU), which uses THE, QS, and ARWU to 
generate an aggregate score.20

There are also websites, like TcPalm, that use data from the National Center 
for Education Statistics (NCES) and the Department of Education on crimes oc-
curring on college campuses to compile a “college crime ranking.” These rankings 
track the number of crimes that occur both on and off campuses at colleges, uni-
versities, and postgraduate institutions. Users have the option to select a category 
(such as criminal offenses, violence against women, hate crimes, arrests), choose 
a specific year between 2014 and 2020, and pick a specific state or the entire coun-
try. The platform then generates a ranking of institutions based on the number of 
reported incidents in the chosen category and timeframe. 

While it is possible to scrutinize each ranking criterion from a scholarly per-
spective and provide a scientific explanation for its accuracy and importance, 
what matters to many people is the final product: a list in descending order. In-
ternational university rankings can be a useful tool for comparing universities 
and identifying trends and patterns in higher education. As a scholar of high-
er education, however, I emphasize that it is nearly impossible to create a com-
prehensive and inclusive ranking table that caters to all students from all back-
grounds with different personal agendas. An accomplished Chinese student who 
is eyeing a prestigious U.S. university will probably have different criteria in their  
decision-making compared to an accomplished American student aiming for the 
same university. Whether in Finland or Türkiye or the United States or China, it is 
important for stakeholders, especially students, to consider multiple factors when 
making decisions about their education.

We should acknowledge that “Rankings are here to stay.”21 Regardless 
of individual opinions on rankings, their influence on the higher- 
education sector is undeniable, and international university rankings 

have been playing an important role in higher education for decades now. 
On the one hand, university rankings can help students, researchers, and policy - 

makers to make more informed decisions (such as where to study or collaborate), 
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and enable university leaders to focus on certain areas that are beneficial to stu-
dents. On the other hand, methodologies and criteria used by ranking systems are 
not without bias. They are subjective in various ways, which leads to unfair or in-
accurate representations of universities. Simply put, the playing field is not level.

Rankings have been creating pressure on universities to prioritize certain met-
rics over others, potentially leading to a narrow focus on research and international-  
ization at the expense of other important aspects of higher education, such as 
teaching and service.22 Perhaps one of the most notable examples of the impact 
of subjective methodologies used in rankings surfaced early in this decade, when 
two highly prestigious universities in the United States made headlines with their 
decision concerning the U.S. News rankings.

In 2022, both Harvard Law School and Yale Law School withdrew from the 
U.S. News rankings because of concerns about the ranking system’s methodology 
and incentives. Harvard had previously expressed concerns about the ranking’s 
impact on socioeconomic diversity and allocation of financial aid based on need, 
as well as the heavy weighting of test scores and grades.23 Yale Law School had 
similar concerns. In mid-January 2023, Harvard Medical School announced its 
decision to withdraw from U.S. News rankings due to concerns that rankings en-
courage institutions to prioritize boosting rankings over nobler objectives. Other 
prestigious medical schools in the United States followed this decision, indicating 
a trend that could spread to more universities and departments. 

Rankings not only put pressure on universities to prioritize certain metrics 
over others, but also create a highly uneven playing field. The decision by Harvard 
and Yale’s law schools to stop participating in the U.S. News rankings highlights 
the impact of these subjective methodologies on universities. It is, therefore, im-
portant for universities and ranking systems to collaborate and ensure that the 
ranking process aligns with the best ideals of education and does not compromise 
the quality of education for students. 

The practice of universities attempting to manipulate ranking criteria and 
provide misleading information to improve their rankings, commonly re-
ferred to as “gaming the system” is, unfortunately, widespread. This prob-

lem of manipulating ranking data has been observed across the higher-education 
spectrum, from lesser-known institutions to world-renowned universities, on 
multiple continents.

When success or failure is defined solely by numerical metrics, the potential 
for corruption increases. The famous principle in the social sciences known as 
Campbell’s Law states that “the more any quantitative social indicator is used for 
social decision-making, the more subject it will be to corruption pressures and 
the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt the social processes it is intended to 
monitor.”24 In other words, the more that a particular metric or indicator is relied 
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upon to make important decisions, the more likely it is to become distorted and 
unreliable. There are various reasons why this could happen, such as manipula-
tion and other corrupt practices to achieve a desired outcome, or simply because 
the metric becomes less useful or relevant over time as conditions change. 

For many institutions, placing high in the rankings is one of the most impor- 
tant goals, because an undetermined but possible large portion of their revenue 
depends on their performance in the ranking leagues. The significant impact of 
rankings on the reputation and perceived quality of an institution has become 
such an important aspect of the global higher-education landscape that univer-
sities and higher-education systems around the world have become increasingly 
focused on improving their rankings, with some resorting to gaming the system 
by finding ways to manipulate the ranking criteria in their favor. 

This tactic comes with serious consequences, both for institutions and rank-
ing organizations, but also for the larger higher-education community, such as the 
broader network or ecosystem of institutions, organizations, professionals, stu-
dents, policymakers, and stakeholders involved in higher education. Institutions 
engaging in such tactics risk losing funding, damaging their reputation, and fac-
ing long-term consequences such as a decline in the quality of education offered 
and difficulty attracting top students and faculty. While these actions undermine 
the integrity of institutions, and lead to a lack of trust in the reliability of univer-
sities, they also reduce confidence in higher education’s overall trustworthiness.

A recent scandal at Columbia University highlights the question of the trust-
worthiness of university rankings. A mathematics professor accused the univer-
sity of submitting false statistics to U.S. News rankings, resulting in a significant 
drop in the university’s ranking. Columbia acknowledged the errors and pledged 
to improve. This raises the concern that if a highly prestigious institution like Co-
lumbia felt the need to submit false data, what does this say about the trustworthi-
ness of rankings for other, less scrutinized universities?

The answer is straightforward: as long as rankings remain significant, there 
will always be attempts to manipulate the system. The success of these attempts 
will vary depending on the type of manipulation. There have been–and, unfortu-
nately, will continue to be–instances in which universities are accused or found 
guilty of corrupt practices that manipulate their rankings. Some may resort to 
“buying citations” from highly cited researchers, while others may falsify student 
selectivity data, or overstate GPA and enrollment data.25 These examples empha-
size the need for transparent and reliable ranking methods, as well as regular au-
dits and checks to guarantee the accuracy of data used in these rankings.

Overall, it is important for universities to approach the ranking process with 
integrity. Universities need to prioritize the ethical reporting of data, and the 
ranking organizations should have more robust ways of verifying said data. As 
Campbell’s Law highlights the dangers of overreliance on quantitative indica-
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tors in decision-making (and underlines the need for multiple sources of informa-
tion, as well as a more nuanced approach to evaluation), it is the ranking organi-
zations and universities’ combined responsibility to prevent such efforts to game 
the system.26 

It is evident that current major university rankings favor certain types of insti-
tutions over others. Universities lacking certain facilities or departments, es-
pecially those without medical schools, face a significant disadvantage in tra-

ditional rankings. At this time, health-related research is the largest global field 
of science and accounts for about one-third of all publications, and rankings give 
considerable weight to the number of publications.27

Nevertheless, there is strong evidence that universities focusing on specific areas 
of study can still achieve success in those areas, even with lower rankings in standard 
evaluations. For instance, Wageningen University & Research in the Netherlands 
has been consistently named the world’s most sustainable university by UI Green-
Metric since 2017, and University of California, Davis, holds the top spot among U.S. 
institutions in the same evaluation, ranking fifth in the world. This pattern offers 
a different starting point for considering rankings from a constructive perspective.

Since rankings are an integral part of the higher-education sector, and because 
they will in all likelihood maintain their importance for the foreseeable future, ef-
forts to ignore rankings or replace them with alternative evaluation methods will 
probably not succeed in the short term. While we cannot completely eliminate 
rankings–nor should we necessarily endeavor to do so, as there are areas in which 
they have positively impacted higher education–we can work toward improving 
their diversity and reliability.

Improving university rankings is not an easy task. It requires a combined effort 
of universities, ranking organizations, and, to some extent, governments. One 
solution would be to diversify the ranking criteria by including highly impor- 

tant but often disregarded factors such as student experience, service for the pub-
lic good, diversity of campuses, and public engagement efforts. Rankings should 
also aim to represent the experiences of different constituents (in other words, 
students, faculty, staff, and perhaps even the community members outside of 
those on campus). For greater fairness and precision, rankings should concentrate 
on particular elements of educational institutions, rather than providing a blan-
ket approach and drawing generalized conclusions. 

A shift toward more specialized rankings that focus on individual areas in-
stead of the entire institution could level the playing field and allow for a more 
informed and comprehensive assessment, eliminating certain advantages held 
by established institutions in the English-speaking world and showcasing unique 
strengths in areas that have not been previously emphasized. This approach could 
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lead to a more informed and dynamic understanding of higher-education institu-
tions, and help drive improvements in transparency and outcomes.

Furthermore, rankings can (and should!) use the measure proposed by Wendy  
Fischman and Howard Gardner called Higher Education Capital (HEDCAP), which 
encompasses the ability to attend, analyze, reflect, connect, and communicate on 
important issues.28 Factors that contribute to the development of HEDCAP may 
be difficult to demonstrate despite the benefits of a college education. For in-
stance, an increase in HEDCAP over the course of matriculation should be includ-
ed in rankings as a metric for assessing the effectiveness of colleges and universi-
ties in instilling these essential skills in their students.

University rankings have always been susceptible to disputes. Recently, the 
number of controversies and scandals surrounding university rankings 
has risen sharply. This has led to a growing realization that the existing 

ranking systems need improvement because they do not produce fair and com-
prehensive rankings. Moreover, those that are attempting to use novel approach-
es and create unconventional lists are either underdeveloped or have not captured 
the attention of stakeholders outside the rankings community.

International ranking tables have typically focused on certain measures such 
as research output and reputation, which have exacerbated the inequality be-
tween the old and prestigious institutions and the rest. In the short term, the con-
troversies surrounding the rankings and changing demographics in higher edu-
cation will most likely push ranking organizations to be more forward-thinking, 
include more criteria in their data, and alter their methodologies to reflect the di-
versity of institutions across the globe. This will likely provide temporary relief 
to universities’ objections to rankings, but the law and medical schools’ boycott 
of the U.S. News has opened Pandora’s box and will likely spread to other schools 
and rankings in the near future. 

In the long term, I anticipate that university rankings will be characterized by 
a greater focus on nontraditional areas such as public engagement, student satis-
faction, diversity on campus, and sustainability. Public engagement is particularly 
critical as it demonstrates the commitment of universities to serving the commu-
nities of which they are a part, and the positive impact they can have beyond the 
traditional areas of teaching and research. I believe it is only a matter of time be-
fore this becomes a major section of its own in international ranking tables. 

Another important criterion to assess would be democratic values on cam-
pus. Global Public Policy Institute (GPPI) in Germany conducted a study in 2021 
on academic freedom, published as “Academic Freedom Index.”29 GPPI does not 
rank the institutions, but instead, they list the countries based on their universi-
ties’ level of freedom. I believe that incorporating democratic values into rankings 
could provide valuable insights and add a new dimension to the ranking systems. 
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It would be interesting to explore this further and see how it can be done in a fair 
and unbiased manner. 

A comprehensive ranking system that takes into account not just the academic 
achievements, but also the values and practices that the university promotes, such 
as democratic values and open-mindedness, can be quite useful for stakeholders. 
Measuring democratic values on a campus might be challenging as it can vary 
greatly across different countries. What is considered a minor comment in the 
United States might be a reason for termination in Türkiye–or even a more seri-
ous outcome in China. Hence, finding a universal “common denominator” for de-
mocracy on campus that is not biased toward a specific country would be difficult. 

In the future, I envision university rankings that are more tailored to specific 
areas and needs. These rankings will be narrower in scope but provide greater de-
tail within their focus area. This will be beneficial for both students and higher- 
education institutions, as it will allow institutions to experiment and excel in spe-
cific areas, and create a more level playing field in terms of competition. Because 
the current system of rankings is often criticized for being too broad and not high-
lighting institutions’ unique strengths in particular areas, a more specialized rank-
ing system that reflects the diversity of institutions and, above all, meets the needs 
of a diverse body of students would provide a more accurate picture of each insti-
tution’s strengths and weaknesses. 

University rankings have become a common tool in higher education, used 
by various stakeholders for a range of purposes. Despite their undeniable 
popularity, they are often criticized for their reliance on narrow, quantifi-

able metrics and their inability to capture essential elements of higher education 
such as service, teaching, and public good mission. Despite the criticisms, univer-
sity rankings continue to play a significant role for decision-making and resource 
allocation for government officials, as well as marketing purposes for university 
administrators. University rankings may be useful tools for institutions to mea-
sure their perceived prestige and reputation; however, they do not always pro-
vide students and parents with a complete picture of what a college or university 
can offer. Factors such as class size and retention rates can be important consid-
erations when selecting a school, but they do not necessarily reflect the quality of 
education that students will receive–or their overall experience at the institution.

There is a clear need to improve the diversity and reliability of university rank-
ings. This can be accomplished through a concerted effort between universities, 
ranking organizations, and governments, and by moving toward the creation of 
specialized rankings that consider a wider range of criteria beyond traditional 
metrics. Nontraditional metrics, such as public engagement, student satisfaction, 
diversity, and sustainability might offer a more comprehensive and nuanced un-
derstanding of higher-education institutions. In light of these potential improve-
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ments, the future of university rankings will likely involve a shift toward increas-
ingly tailored and specialized rankings, offering a more informed and dynamic 
perspective on the state of higher education.
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The “mission” of a sector of society can encompass a range of possibilities. 
Sometimes, the mission is broad. Sometimes, it is narrow. Sometimes con-
stant, sometimes changing. Missions serve as guideposts. They articulate 

a central purpose or goal, which should help to structure decisions and actions: 
as examples, who should be served, exactly what should be done, how the work is 
carried out, which measures can determine whether the mission is actually being 
realized, and, if not, how a course can and should be corrected.

Whole sectors or spheres can have missions. Broadly speaking, the health 
care sector works to provide physical and mental well-being for individuals and 
society. Within the sector, one encounters a range of professionals (researchers, 
nurses, doctors, pharmacists) as well as settings (hospitals, offices, laboratories, 
clinics). Some personnel are focused on a particular area, illness, or demographic 
group, while others are generalists. Some institutions are private; others are pub-
lic; a few are composite. The direction or foci may shift as the needs of individuals 
change, or societies evolve, or as the leadership across organizations changes. But 
the fundamental purpose of restoring or maintaining health is not–and should 
not be–obscured or lost.

This might seem straightforward so far.
However, as we turn to the sector of higher education, the concept of mission 

becomes more vexed. As early as the sixteenth century, the Jesuits used education 
as a way of defining the word mission–to educate and spread the word of Christ. 
But as colleges and eventually universities spread throughout the world, the mis-
sion broadened from religious purposes–for example, preparing young people 
for work in secular professions, training scholars in the sciences and other disci-
plines, or giving members of certain demographic groups an opportunity to meet 
peers, as well as individuals from other, more diverse backgrounds.1

In the United States, the missions of the earliest institutions of higher educa-
tion were rooted, at least in part, in Christian (Protestant) values. Universities 
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sought to respond to a need for a learned clergy; indeed, roughly half of Harvard 
College’s earliest graduates went on to become ministers. Over time, however, the 
religious mission of American universities began to fade. Modeled after German 
institutions that focused on training students for specific professions, higher ed-
ucation increasingly centered on preparing citizens for work and contributing to 
society, notably in science and technology. In these ways, the sector broadened its 
mission to meet new needs. By the nineteenth century, universities began to fea-
ture a plethora of professional schools, along with a broader, more secular curric-
ulum. And as the twentieth century unfolded, increased funding for public educa-
tion attracted more citizens with varied backgrounds, interests, and aspirations.2

Today, as evidenced in this volume of Dædalus, tertiary institutions all over 
the globe exist for a range of purposes–to provide professional training, to teach 
and conduct research in an ever-expanding array of disciplines, to educate under-
served populations, to focus explicitly on globalization, climate change, the arts, 
and/or to cultivate specific political viewpoints and orientations. Indeed, many of 
the institutions have different stated missions. Even within one country or region, 
institutions of higher learning may be “all over the map.”

Like health care organizations, educational institutions within and across coun-
tries may not have precisely the same mission. But we contend that, at the very 
least, each institution and its stakeholders should have clarity about its own cen-
tral mission.

Our own extensive research focused on liberal arts and sciences (here-
after, “liberal arts”) at universities in the United States provides a trou-
bling perspective, one that might come to pass soon for others around the 

world. We have observed and documented a disturbing lack of consensus among 
key stakeholders about the purpose(s) of higher education, both within single in-
stitutions and across the sector.

Based on in-depth interviews of more than two thousand individuals across 
ten disparate campuses, we have found striking dissociations. Most notable, 
while students, parents, alums, and trustees view university primarily as the nec-
essary path toward a future job, most faculty and administrators believe that the 
university experience is an opportunity for intellectual transformation, the time 
and place to prepare students for lifelong learning and citizenship.

We suggest two reasons for this major misalignment.
One explanation is what we call mission sprawl–the promotion of multiple mis-

sions on a single campus. Rather than a set of focused goals, we find that institu-
tions that invoke the liberal arts attempt to pursue a myriad of goals for too many 
disparate groups of people, thus obscuring their own primary reason(s) for exist-
ing. As examples, in their mission statements, many institutions of higher learn-
ing trumpet keywords such as leadership, globalization, career preparation, and social 
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and ethical services. As shown in the word cloud in Figure 1, the list goes on! While 
an entire sector may be able to address this gaggle of promises, it is difficult– 
indeed impossible–for a single institution to take this all on, in addition to intel-
lectual development. In an effort to please its customers, a vast number of insti-
tutions of higher learning have lost a sense of the who, what, where, and why, as 
each relates to their mission.

A second explanation for these misalignments among stakeholders involves 
universities that not only try to do too much, but also appear to be conflicted 
about what they are trying to do. Sometimes, single institutions promote explicit 
missions, clear and accessible statements of intent often found on their website 
and in their brochures, alongside implicit missions, underlying messages that all 
too often conflict with what is stated publicly. These inconsistencies and conflicts 
are signaled by placement of buildings on campus, decisions about securing and 
allocation of resources, and/or the ways in which “success” is publicly defined 
(for example, by employment statistics and salaries of graduating students).

Our own university exemplifies this tension. Harvard College (for undergrad-
uates) has long promoted Veritas, or truth, as its motto and on its logo (the Veritas 
shield). However, this word does not appear in the official mission statement (nor 
does it appear in the mission statements of any of Harvard’s other graduate and 
professional schools). If you talk with any Harvard student about his or her col-
lege experience, rarely, if at all, would you hear the word “truth,” nor would you 
likely hear it from a parent or a member of one of the governing bodies. It is fair 
to say that at this institution, “truth” is overlooked, or even, taken for granted.3 
Further, as recent events have documented, various constituencies have strikingly 
different aspirations.4

In what follows, we place the mission of higher education under a microscope. 
Specifically, we identify four key dimensions of a mission for higher educa-
tion: audience, content, place, and intended impact. One might call this a jour-

nalistic or interrogative approach, an attempt to gather the key parts of a school’s 
story–the who, what, where, and why we mentioned above–with the ultimate goal 
of helping individual institutions, as well as the overall sector, to achieve clarity 
on missions in general.

The institutions described in this volume provide illustrative examples of how 
one might consider missions. While it may be easy to answer just one of these 
questions (that is, focusing entirely on “who?” or “why?”), a more challenging 
task for leaders in higher education would be to identify where their institution 
lies along all of these dimensions. If institutions of higher education can answer 
these four questions, we believe they will be well equipped to align stakehold-
ers around their priorities and to hold themselves accountable to their goals. But 
identifying and articulating a clear mission is just the first step. It is also important 
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to consider how to demonstrate and measure progress toward achieving it, as well 
as identifying barriers and attempting to remove them.

Figure 1
Common Terms in Higher-Education Organizations’ Mission Statements 

Source: Data from the authors’ study on mission statements. Image via WordClouds.com, 
https://wordclouds.com (accessed April 29, 2024).

Like any business trying to understand its customers or clients, institutions 
of higher education cannot realize any sort of goal for their students with-
out a deep understanding of who is on campus. Indeed, most universities 

include a word in their mission statement about an intended audience–a group of 
 individuals that the institution aims to serve. This dimension of mission is cru-
cial, not only in guiding students who are making decisions about where to ma-
triculate, but also for universities as they think about how to address their popula-
tion’s specific desires and needs.

In the United States, a number of institutions define their audience in terms 
of a particular demographic or geographic group. Historically Black colleges and 
universities, women’s colleges, and Hispanic serving institutions are clear exam-
ples of institutions that have an explicitly stated mission to serve students of a par-
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ticular identity. For this type of school, the audience is the defining or distinctive 
feature of the mission, a characteristic that sets it apart from other institutions of 
the same size and selectivity level.

Serving a particular target audience can also be a driving force for many schools 
around the world. In some cases, entire universities are founded on the premise 
that they will cater to a specific population or demographic group. Sometimes, 
these are populations facing societal barriers, such as unequal access to higher ed-
ucation and/or to positions of leadership.

Take the example of the Asian University for Women (AUW), a private uni-
versity located in Bangladesh. As described by Kamal Ahmad, AUW is designed 
to serve female students in different parts of Asia who would not otherwise have 
access to an undergraduate degree.5 Founded as an antidote to gender-based dis-
crimination in many parts of Asia, AUW’s mission focuses on empowering wom-
en who have been economically or socially marginalized by society. In order to 
align its audience with its goal of promoting intercultural understanding, AUW re-
cruits students who demonstrate particular characteristics in their application– 
for example, tolerance and a desire to combat injustice. While the school is still 
meant to serve an international student body and has now reached women from 
seventeen countries, AUW homes in on an audience that is more narrowly defined 
than that at most other institutions.

Alternatively, other institutions take a deliberately wide-ranging approach to 
their audience, seeking students from a multitude of ethnicities, socioeconomic 
levels, and/or geographic regions. A textbook case is New York University Abu 
Dhabi (NYUAD), a collaboration between NYU and the Emirate of Abu Dhabi. A 
liberal arts university, NYUAD is part of NYU’s global network of schools and one 
of its three degree-granting campuses.

In her case study, Mariët Westermann describes how NYUAD’s undergraduate 
student body has been designed to be quintessentially international, represent-
ing students from one hundred twenty-five countries.6 While Emerati citizens 
make up more than one-fifth of the student body, the overall student population is 
meant to represent a wide range of nationalities, languages, and ethnicities, with 
no majority group. As with AUW, NYUAD’s admissions officers look for certain 
qualities in prospective students that align with the school’s broader goals, such 
as a desire to learn alongside individuals from different countries who carry dif-
fering backgrounds and opinions.

The school’s focus on attracting an international audience is an important piece 
of NYUAD’s broader goal of educating global citizens and fostering intercultural 
understanding. Despite the school’s distinctively international audience, other di-
mensions of the school’s mission, such as its particular location, have come to the 
forefront of public discourse. The decision to place the institution in a region with 
a difficult history of human rights has long proved contentious among some facul-
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ty members and students at NYU’s home campus.7 Though the school has assured 
these parties that NYUAD will maintain the same level of academic freedom that 
exists in New York City, this is a case in which different dimensions of missions 
have the potential to clash or diverge. What does it mean for such an international-
ly diverse audience to study and take courses in a country that places constraints on 
freedom of academic expression? This factor signals possible tension between the 
school’s audience, the who, and the content that is allowed, the what.

In addition to audience, a mission might also refer to the content, or subject 
matter, an institution focuses on. For some institutions, a content-centered  
mission may revolve around a particular educational program or set of courses. 

The Massachusetts Institute of Technology focuses on educating students in science 
and technology. St. John’s College, which contains campuses in both Annapolis, 
Maryland, and Santa Fe, New Mexico, is best known for its distinctive curriculum 
focused on great books. Indeed, at the center of many of the innovations described 
in this volume is the curriculum–crafted and shaped to meet identified needs per-
taining to specific knowledge and/or skills, economies, and political contexts.

The recently launched London Interdisciplinary School (LIS) foregrounds 
a mission that is driven by its innovative curriculum and pedagogy. The school 
addresses a seeming shortcoming in the UK higher-education system–a lack of 
courses that cut across disciplines and a discrepancy between what students are 
learning in the classroom and the problems they might wish to address in their 
future careers. As its name signifies, this school embraces a deliberately inter-
disciplinary approach to teaching and learning, one that pushes students to ex-
plore issues in technology, climate change, and other contemporary problems 
from a variety of angles. Notably, the institution distinguishes itself from schools 
with a liberal arts mission by emphasizing practices of integration and synthesis. Ac-
cording to Carl Gombrich and Amelia Peterson, students at LIS learn how to make 
the fields “speak to each other.”8 Whether graduates will ultimately pursue dis-
tinctive careers or do so in innovative ways remains to be determined.

Minerva University is another example of a school that is driven by a distinc-
tive general education program. Like The London Interdisciplinary School, Min-
erva University was designed with the goal of preparing students to address and 
perhaps contribute to the solution of complex contemporary global problems. As 
described by Teri A. Cannon and Stephen M. Kosslyn, Minerva’s curriculum ad-
dresses this goal not only by exposing students to a variety of academic areas, but 
also through a strong focus on the development of particular skills and capacities.9 
Minerva’s courses aim to provide students with cognitive tools, such as “habits of 
mind”–critical thinking techniques that become internalized over time. So far, 
its graduates are an impressive lot. Time will tell whether Minerva can catalyze 
other such educational entities.
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In considering the question of what, course offerings and curricula are not the 
only answers. Many institutions of higher education–including some with reli-
gious underpinnings–center on the dissemination of particular values, principles, 
and beliefs. What Isak Frumin and Daria Platonova describe as the socialist model 
of education was founded with the explicit goal of shaping a “new Soviet person.”10 
In the wake of Soviet nation-building in much of the twentieth century, higher edu-
cation was meant to produce individuals with a deep understanding of Marxism as 
well as a commitment to the collective state good. Although values-based (or “class-
based”) education was a core pillar of Soviet education, it can also be found to vary-
ing degrees in other models of higher education. As Frumin and Platonova note, a 
focus on character development–or what is sometimes now referred to as “forma-
tive education”–has grown in popularity around the world.

Universities will also be shaped by the location in which learning is taking 
place: the where. In most cases, a university will operate statically in its 
home country, the region in which the school was conceived. In other cas-

es, universities may intentionally operate outside of their home country, provid-
ing students with opportunities to learn in new cultural, political, and economic 
contexts–ones connected organically and organizationally, or set up on an ad hoc 
basis.

Consider the case of Northwestern University Qatar (NU-Q). For this institu-
tion, geographic location is a paramount part of the mission. As described by Mar-
wan M. Kraidy, the campus is a part of Education City in Doha, Qatar, a multicul-
tural city with a large number of expatriates.11 Northwestern’s decision to form a 
partnership in this region was deliberate; the school has a specific mission of de-
veloping research and teaching capacity in the Global South, a phrase that refers 
to economically disadvantaged nations within the Middle East, Latin America, 
Asia, and Africa. Furthermore, NU-Q views the Global South not as a geographic 
region but as an “intellectual space”–an area in which to develop scholarship that 
may well be distinct from that of the West. This commitment to the Global South 
may show up in other dimensions of its mission. For instance, the curriculum in-
tentionally features authors from Arab, African, and Asian countries.

Notably, NU-Q enjoys support from its host country in carrying out its mis-
sion. The project grew out of a partnership between Northwestern University and 
the Qatar Foundation for Education, Science and Community Development. As 
demonstrated earlier by the case of NYUAD, however, a school’s values and aims 
for students can sharply conflict with the agenda of those in power in the region. 
Additionally, what it means to serve the “Global South” remains unclear–as does 
how that constituency relates to BRICS.12 The degree of economic development 
or opposition to Western developed or democratic societies and values needs to 
be clarified.
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A stark example of these challenges is Hungary’s recently shuttered Central 
European University (CEU). As described by Michael Ignatieff and Ágota Révész 
in separate contributions, CEU was Hungary’s last independent university in Bu-
dapest.13 Founded and funded by Hungarian American philanthropist George 
Soros, who sought to create a top-tier research university that could serve as a 
“hub” for students in the Central-Eastern European region, CEU was designed to 
be a center that would promote critical thinking on complicated issues and fore-
ground the values of an open society.

Despite the university’s laudable reputation in Europe and in the world, the 
institution was ultimately shut down by Hungary’s Prime Minister Viktor Orbán. 
An autocratic leader, Orbán saw the institution as a threat to Hungarian national 
sovereignty and perhaps to his own increasingly authoritarian rule. This gover-
nance decision, which sparked large protests in Budapest, demonstrates the push 
and pull that can emerge between an institution’s locale, on the one hand, and de-
fining aspects of missions for liberal education, such as the principle of academic 
freedom, on the other.

Going beyond a specific location, online forms of education are becoming in-
creasingly popular. These offer learning opportunities, degrees, certificates, and 
other types of credentials to students of all ages, including a growing number of 
adult learners. In his essay, Richard C. Levin describes the outpouring of online 
offerings, from university-led courses held remotely to start-up platforms focused 
on the acquisition of vocational skills.14 This mode of education has already made 
an enormous impact on the sector, primarily by expanding access to faculty-led 
courses around the world and broadening the province and scale of higher educa-
tion. We cannot predict how education will be affected in the long term by large 
language models and other AI-supported tools, but they hold the possibility to 
both promote and distort current approaches to teaching and learning.

Missions for higher education can and, we believe, should illuminate a 
university’s greater purpose, footprint, or influence in society. While 
the what may drive an institution forward, it can also beg the important 

question of “for what?” What is the larger impact the school is trying to create in 
the world or in a given community? What will student learning lead to? This di-
mension of mission may in fact be the crux of our journalistically inspired frame-
work. Institutions must be able to shape and clarify a raison d’être, or a strong 
sense of why.

One way to conceptualize an institution’s impact is by considering the influ-
ence of the university on individuals. Hardly worthy of debate, one fundamental 
purpose of all institutions of higher education should be the learning that takes 
place in the classroom. Indeed, mission statements for universities frequently in-
clude phrases such as “intellectual discovery” and “transformation.”
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Documenting students’ intellectual growth throughout the university experi-
ence is one way to understand a school’s impact. Several tools can help, such as 
oral or written exams, public performance, and standardized tests administered 
and scored by external entities. Olga Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia describes an inno-
vative way of understanding students’ learning trajectories today–during a time 
in which they are increasingly gathering information from online sources.15

Specifically, the PLATO (Positive Learning in the Age of InformaTiOn) re-
search program seeks to understand how students navigate and acquire knowl-
edge online, as well as their capacities for skills such as “Critical Online Reason-
ing.” PLATO stands out as a noteworthy effort to investigate what most insti-
tutions of higher education seek to accomplish (that is, student learning), or at 
least what many say they prioritize. And, importantly, it documents the numerous 
forms of mislearning across fields of study–and how they might be addressed.

An additional way to conceptualize impact is by examining the role of higher 
education in furthering national interests. Traditionally conceptualized as a pub-
lic good, universities have been seen by some countries as instrumental in driving 
economic growth or global influence.16 For example, in his essay on higher edu-
cation in India, Jamshed Bharucha describes how a sizeable youth population has 
been seen as a “source of economic hope” for the country.17 Hence, new policies 
in the country have sought to expand higher education to reach a greater propor-
tion of the university-aged population in India. As another example, Frumin and 
Platonova describe how Soviet education was traditionally seen as a way to devel-
op a “state good,” which meant that universities were viewed as a mechanism (or 
“engine”) for advancing communist ideals, aspirations, and accomplishments.18 
Although the Soviet system, once supported and nurtured, no longer exists, its 
methods and goals can still be seen in many places.

Beyond individual students and countries, higher education can also aspire to 
improve society and the world. A number of schools have begun to examine their 
broader impact by concentrating on climate change and sustainability. For these 
schools, intended impact does not focus on enriching individuals, but rather on 
enriching the greater good.

The University of Tasmania in Australia, cited by Fernando M. Reimers in this 
volume, has an explicit mission of centering rigorous climate action efforts.19 One 
way of capturing this kind of influence is through the Times Higher Education 
impact rankings, a measure of how well universities address the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals (or SDGs). As Reimers notes, the SDGs have been 
integrated into the missions of several institutions of higher education around the 
world, but their short- and long-term effects remain unknown.

Notably, problems can emerge when there are misalignments or disagree-
ments within an institution around the school’s sense of why. Such misalignments 
seem to have played a role in the dissolving of Yale-NUS College, a short-lived but 
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noteworthy endeavor born out of a partnership between Yale University and the 
National University of Singapore (NUS). At the project’s inception, Yale and NUS 
shared a clear impetus for the partnership: to expand liberal arts education in Sin-
gapore. Despite this mutual intention, the project proved to be rife with challeng-
es. The Yale administration was viewed in Singapore (and perhaps elsewhere) as 
trying to impose a set of political values on the institution. Simultaneously, faculty 
members on the home campus worried about the preservation of academic free-
dom in a context that was vulnerable to Singapore’s nationalist trends and pol-
icies. As the partnership dissolved, NUS demonstrated a different vision for the 
school–one emphasizing specialization (with a few common courses) over the 
broad liberal arts agenda that Yale had embraced.

As Pericles Lewis, the founding president of Yale-NUS, writes in this volume, 
“in any institution, multiple goals are pursued by multiple constituents.”20 When 
these goals are too far away from one another, however, we find that institutions 
will be troubled. Alignment around the question of why is instrumental to institu-
tional success–and may even be necessary for its ultimate survival.

In this essay, we have provided one possible framework for thinking deeply 
about missions in higher education. Specifically, we tease apart four essen-
tial elements of a mission: audience, content, place, and intended impact. If 

institutional leaders seek to define their university’s central purpose–and hold 
their institution accountable to that purpose–this framework may prove a help-
ful place to start.

But articulating a central mission is just one piece of the puzzle. As the val-
ue of higher education is being currently questioned, doubted, and scrutinized 
around the world, we believe that it is crucial for institutions not only to think 
deeply about mission, but also to align stakeholders around the facets of the mis-
sion. Alignment occurs when the expectations and goals of all stakeholders (in 
this case, students, professors, administrators) are in sync with one another and 
when they are mindful of the priorities of the institution and of the broader sector. 
Based on our own earlier studies of how professionals in various domains carry 
out high-quality and socially responsible work, we have found that alignment of 
the key parties is critical to the health of any sector of society.21 When reflecting 
on the alignment within an institution, university leaders might ask themselves: 
What are the goals of this university? What are our students’ goals? Does the fac-
ulty body share these goals? If not, what can we do to address these discrepancies?

Writing in early 2024, we realize that alignment has become an especially crit-
ical goal for the United States. Indeed, situated at Harvard University, we can con-
firm that disagreements surrounding the central mission of higher education are 
all too evident. In the midst of a series of high-profile presidential resignations 
at universities nationwide and fierce attacks on universities from many political 
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corners, the purpose of higher education–or the why for the sector–has become 
a contentious issue. At the extremes, some constituents posit that the university 
should focus primarily on the goals of diversity, equity, and inclusion, while oth-
ers argue with equal fervor that institutions should prioritize free speech, argu-
ment, and debate above all else.

Though the goal of creating strong alignment around the mission of higher 
education may be a lofty one, we believe that the pursuit of common ground is 
essential–not only for the flourishing of individual institutions of higher educa-
tion, but for the thriving (and indeed, survival) of the sector at large.

As the essays in this volume suggest, missions for higher education are wide- 
ranging. Many institutions focus sharply on serving a particular audience, while 
others focus on specific skills and areas of knowledge that students should ac-
quire. Some institutions craft a mission that centers on their schools’ respective 
geographic locations, while others are preoccupied primarily with their university’s 
larger footprint in the world.

Our discussion of the fourth dimension addresses the impact and influence of 
mission–the why of higher education. Both Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia and  Reimers 
focus on the effect of specific academic programs on students–in one case, how 
students process new information (and misinformation), and in the other, how 
students come to care about climate change.22 But as social scientists, we know 
that demonstrating the overall impact of the higher-education experience is ex-
tremely challenging. At the same time, it is important to find ways to demonstrate 
its “value add”–the ways in which it can and should make a difference for individ-
uals and society.

In the United States, there have recently been efforts to assess the impact of 
the standard four-year education in the liberal arts. As an important example, the 
Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA) was launched in 2000. In this standardized 
test, students are not probed for content knowledge, but rather for skills involving 
critical thinking and problem-solving. Analyses of the CLA point to disappointing 
results from students–sociologists Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa found that 45 
percent of students indicate little to no significant change over the first half of the 
undergraduate experience.23 Other efforts to measure impact have been more en-
couraging. In 2021, social psychologist Richard Detweiler published an empirical 
study affirming positive outcomes of higher education across one thousand in-
dividuals.24 However, while he collected promising and rigorous data, the study 
was based on retrospective accounts of the undergraduate experience from ten, 
twenty, and forty years earlier. We do not know whether these graduates are truly 
different–and if they are, why. Nor do we know whether similar effects could be 
documented today.

In our own national study of higher education in the United States, we put 
forth a new measure called Higher Education Capital (HEDCAP).25 This instru-
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ment aims to focus assessment of intellectual capacities over the course of the un-
dergraduate experience. Accordingly, HEDCAP denotes the ability to attend, ana-
lyze, reflect, connect, and communicate on issues of importance and interest.

Specifically, we blind-scored one thousand student interviews about higher 
education, looking for evidence as students discussed the university experience. 
Among the varied responses, we considered as evidence any questions that clar-
ified or lent insight to our understanding of students’ experiences; connections 
between different questions throughout the interview; clear articulation of a 
point of view with coherent examples; and/or description that included compar-
ison and contrast of their own perspectives to others’. In brief, we assessed their 
ability to engage in and carry on a conversation about something they knew well! 
We used a simple scoring method, ranging from little to no HEDCAP to a lot of 
HEDCAP. Importantly, we found that while most students across ten schools show 
evidence of “some” HEDCAP, in comparing first-year students to graduating stu-
dents, across all schools, the data show “growth” over the duration of their uni-
versity education. But more important, HEDCAP improved much more on certain 
campuses than on others. Determining the reason(s) for this pattern would be 
crucial to replicate this result elsewhere.

HEDCAP is our own attempt at demonstrating that higher education can–and 
should–make a difference in the subsequent lives of its graduates. Some of the na-
tional and international ranking systems also attempt to do the same, by comparing 
the academic “quality” of institutions. But as Gökhan Depo points out, rankings are 
not only flawed–they do not capture what we think should be one of higher ed-
ucation’s primary goals.26 One might even assert that rankings contribute to mis-
sion sprawl! Indeed, while the Times Higher Education World University Rankings 
are widely regarded around the world, their criteria prioritize research productivity, 
citations per professor, and industry income–rather than student learning, which 
HEDCAP and the CLA at least seek to address. According to the criteria featured in 
the rankings, one might assume that the sector promotes individual prestige, pro-
ductivity, and profit, rather than intellectual capacities and growth.

To prove its worth beyond jobs and employment for individual gain, we need 
to be clear about the original educational aims of higher education and hold insti-
tutions and stakeholders accountable to delivering on what the mission promises. 
And to use the example of our own home institution, if seeking “truth” represents 
the key purpose of an institution of higher learning, every stakeholder–including  
faculty and administrators on campus–should be able to easily articulate that 
mission and ultimately embody it.

To be sure, change and innovation are necessary for any sector. If a sector is 
to educate a diversity of students from around the world so that they can address 
new health, environmental, and political challenges, constant adjustments need 
to be made. As several essays in this volume testify, new institutions have been 
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developed to educate those individuals who have been underserved and did not 
have access to a quality education, new teaching pedagogies and academic pro-
grams have been created to engage students in “real world” problems, and even 
the physical boundaries of buildings and classrooms have been stretched to new 
places–online and across the globe. However, especially at this time of change, 
we need institutions to double down on the central animating idea of mission and 
make their own mission clear and verifiable. And, to put our cards directly on the 
table: we hope to preserve what has, at its best, been special and distinct about 
higher education–providing for all students a rich intellectual experience, one 
that should last a lifetime and contribute to a larger collective good.
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